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ABSTRACT

Author: Anaya, Laura, Y. PhD
Institution: Purdue University
Degree Received: August 2018
Title: Interparental Conflict as a Context for Early Child-Parent Attachment Relationships
Major Professor: German Posada
The present study explored the concurrent relations between interparental conflict strategies and
early child-parent attachment relationships, while considering potential mediating (i.e., parental
sensitivity) and moderating (i.e., involvement of child in conflict) variables in the relations. A
nonclinical sample of mostly non-Hispanic Caucasian triads (i.e., mother, father, child) were
recruited. Parental sensitivity and children's attachment security were observed across four visits:
one visit was in the home with mother, one visit was in the home with father, one visit was in the
park with mother, and one visit was in the park with father. In a fifth visit, in the research lab,
parents completed a series of questionnaires measuring interparental conflict strategies,
involvement of children in interparental conflict, childrearing disagreements, and exposure of
children to childrearing disagreements. The relations between the strategies used in interparental
conflict and children’s attachment security with parents were explored, while examining parental
sensitivity as a mediator in the relations. Results revealed evidence for an indirect path from
maternal use of destructive conflict strategies to children’s attachment security with mother, but
the same relation was not found for maternal constructive conflict strategies. There was no indirect
path for paternal constructive strategies to children’s attachment security with father, but the
indirect pathway from paternal destructive strategies to children’s attachment security approached
was significant. Further, the present study examined whether the relations between interparental
conflict strategies and children’s attachment security is moderated by parental involvement of
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children in conflict. The moderation models did not converge, but there was some evidence for
mediation effects. Specifically, there was a significant indirect relation from maternal destructive
conflict strategies to children’s attachment security with mother through maternal involvement of
children in conflict, but the same relation was not found for maternal constructive strategies.
Further, paternal constructive and destructive conflict strategies did not have indirect pathways to
children’s attachment security through paternal involvement of children in conflict. However,
there were significant associations between paternal constructive and destructive conflict strategies
with paternal involvement of children in conflict. The study’s results shed light on how
interparental conflict strategies and the content of interparental conflict (i.e., childrearing
disagreements) are associated with child-parent attachment relationships in early life. In addition,
this study provides supporting evidence for the sensitivity-security link for both mother-child and
father-child dyads in naturalistic settings, during the toddler years. Further, results suggested that
it is essential to include fathers in attachment research as the effects were different when examining
mothers and fathers, which suggests that mother-child and father-child relations are both important
during early childhood, but may be differentially impacted by the interparental relationship, such
as the conflict strategies that parents use.
Keywords: interparental conflict, child-parent attachment relationships, childrearing
disagreements
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INTRODUCTION

Child-parent attachment relationships have been found to play a key role in individuals’
development across the lifespan, with children’s attachment security predicting numerous
developmental outcomes, such as emotion regulation and understanding, social-cognitive
capabilities, self-concept, later peer relationships, and internalizing and externalizing symptoms
(Pallini, Baiocco, Schneider, Madigan, & Atkinson, 2014; Sroufe, Egeland, Carlson, & Collins,
2005; Thompson, 2016). Children with a secure attachment to a parent are able to explore their
surroundings with confidence that they can use their caregiver as a secure base to return to for
reassurance or comfort in times of distress (Ainsworth, 1967; Shaffer & Emerson, 1964). With a
vast amount of research supporting the long-term importance of early attachment security on
individuals’ developmental outcomes, studies have paid attention to determinants of the formation
of attachment security. Bowlby’s (1973, 1980, 1982, 1988) ethological perspective suggests that
sensitive caregiving, beginning in early infancy, is key for establishing a secure attachment
relationship. In particular, much of the attachment literature has examined the link between
maternal sensitivity and infants’ attachment security, finding that mothers who consistently and
appropriately interpret and respond to their child’s cues have children who are more securely
attached (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978; De Wolff & van IJzendoorn, 1997; George &
Solomon, 2008; Posada et al., 2016; Verhage et al., 2016).
Importantly, research has demonstrated that children form attachment bonds with both
mothers and fathers early in infancy (Bakermans-Kranenburg, van IJzendoorn, & Juffer, 2003;
Hallers-Haalboom et al., 2017). Although infants’ relationships with mothers and fathers have
been found to be characterized by different types of interactions, children seek comfort from each
parent at the same frequency in times of distress (Lamb, 2010; Lamb & Lewis, 2004, 2010), and
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children’s attachment to their mothers and fathers has been found to be related (Verissimo et al.,
2011). Despite evidence that fathers have a significant influence on children’s attachment security
(Ahnert, Pinquart, & Lamb, 2006; Fox, Kimmerly, & Schafer, 1991; Lucassen et al., 2011),
researchers have largely focused on child-mother attachment relationships and have neglected to
systematically consider child-father attachment relationships, the factors that influence them, and
their impact on child outcomes. Further, the majority of attachment literature has focused on the
infancy period, with much fewer studies examining attachment relationships beyond infancy.
Further, caregivers’ sensitivity has been found to be susceptible to the influence of
contextual factors that predict parents’ ability to foster sensitive and responsive interactions with
their children (Posada & Pratt, 2008; Sturge-Apple, Jones, & Suor, 2017). Attachment researchers
working within a family systems perspective suggest that child-parent relationships cannot be
understood outside of the complex family structure in which their development is embedded
(Marvin & Stewart, 1990). As family systems theory suggests, when there are disturbances in one
family subsystem, there is potential for spillover into other family subsystems (Erel & Burnam,
1995; Madigan, Plomondo, & Jenkins, 2017). Thus, it is essential to consider the larger family
system in which child-parent attachment relationships exist, including other subsystems within the
family, such as the interparental relationship.
One specific aspect of the interparental relationship that has been implicated in children’s
developmental outcomes is interparental conflict. The research on child-parent attachment
relationships within the context risk of interparental conflict is limited, and thus warrants further
attention. Specifically, past research has largely focused on examining the frequency of violent
conflict (e.g., physical and verbal aggression), which has been found to be predictive of children’s
outcomes (Carbonell, 2009; Cummings & Davies, 1994, Grych & Fincham, 1990, Owen & Cox,
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1997, Posada & Pratt, 2008). However, less is known about how the types of conflict strategies
that parents utilize during conflict may be related to child-parent attachment relationships. This is
important, as studies have found that characteristics of interparental conflict, such as the degree to
which the conflict is solved, predicts how children interpret interparental conflict, with unresolved
conflict being perceived by children as more threatening than resolved conflict (Davies &
Cummings, 1994). Thus, studying child-parent attachment relationships in the context of
interparental conflict strategies increases the current knowledge on how these relationships are
formed in the context of the family system.
In addition, there are developmental considerations that need to be addressed in this
research on child-parent attachment relationships. The vast majority of studies on interparental
conflict and children’s outcomes have focused on school-age and adolescent children. However,
it is necessary to study these relations earlier in childhood (e.g., the toddler years), as the early
childhood years have been found to be a time that is particularly straining for parents, with many
couples experiencing declines in relationship satisfaction and increased interparental conflict
during the infancy and preschool years (Belsky & Rovine, 1990; Christopher, Umemura, Mann,
Jacobvitz, & Hazen, 2015; Cowan & Cowan, 2000; Mitnick, Heyman, & Smith Slep, 2009,
Shapiro, Gottman, & Carrere, 2000). According to the spillover hypothesis (Erel & Burman, 1995),
these changes in the interparental relationship may in turn extend into the child-parent relationship
by impacting parental behavior towards children, limiting parents’ availability to provide
consistent and positive parenting (Emery, Hetherington, & Dilalla, 1984; Krishnakumar &
Buehler, 2000), which in turn influences children’s outcomes (e.g., internalizing and externalizing
behavior) (Zhou, Cao, & Leerkes, 2017). Interestingly, some past studies have found that fathers’
behavior is more strongly influenced by family factors, such as interparental relationship quality,
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than maternal behavior (Brown, Shoppe-Sullivan, Mangelsdorf, & Neff, 2010). As previously
mentioned, it is well-established in the attachment literature that parents’ inability to provide
consistent and reliable parenting in turn predicts children’s behavior towards the parents, including
their ability to use them as a secure base from which to explore (De Wolff & van IJzendoorn, 1997;
Posada et al., 2016). Thus, the current study focused on toddler-aged children between two to three
years of age in order to shed light on whether and how early these relations begin to emerge as
children’s attachment security is concerned.
There is also very limited knowledge on the processes through which interparental conflict
strategies may be related to child-parent attachment relationships. Studies have begun to examine
parental sensitivity as a mediator to help explain the relationship between family contextual factors
(e.g., socioeconomic risk) and children’s attachment security in early childhood. For example, one
study revealed that maternal sensitivity fully mediated the relation between economic risk and
children’s attachment security (Raikes & Thompson, 2005). In other words, maternal sensitivity
was the explanatory mechanism in the relation, and the impact of the contextual factor (economic
risk) on children’s attachment security was significantly reduced after controlling for parental
sensitivity, meaning that mothers who had more economic risk were less responsive towards their
children, which in turn undermined children’s attachment security with their mother (Raikes &
Thompson, 2005). Another study found that maternal sensitivity mediated the relation between
interparental conflict and children’s internalizing problems, but the same mediating effect was not
found in the relation between interparental conflict and children’s externalizing problems (Zhou
et al., 2017). The current study examined parental sensitivity as a potential mediator in the
relations between maternal and paternal interparental conflict strategies and children’s attachment
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security with each of their parents, to shed light on the mechanisms that explain these relations in
early childhood.
Another important factor in the relation between interparental conflict and children’s
developmental outcomes is the degree to which children are involved in the interparental conflict
and are exposed to conflict specifically about them (i.e., childrearing disagreements). Involvement
of children in interparental conflict has been found to be harmful to children, as children become
“triangulated” into the interparental relationship, which occurs when a third person (e.g., a child)
is involved in a dyadic conflict (Bowen, 1978). For example, a previous study examining
adolescents found that when youth were directly involved in interparental conflict, were blamed
for the conflict, and were asked to side with a parent in the conflict, children experienced anxiety,
depression, withdrawal, and peer rejection over time (Buehler, Franck, & Cook, 2009). Past
research has also found that the effect of interparental conflict on school-age children’s anxiety,
depression, and behavior problems is moderated by children’s perceptions of interparental conflict
and the degree to which they blame themselves for their parents’ conflict (Kerig, 1998). In
addition, when children were exposed to higher levels of conflict regarding them, girls were more
likely to self-blame and boys were more likely to perceive threat (Kerig, 1998). Although
moderation effects were found to be significant in this study, there was only modest support for
mediation effects when examining these relations, which suggest that children’s appraisals of
interparental conflict had an effect on, but did not cause, the effects on their adjustment (Kerig,
1998). On the other hand, when children see parents engage in mutually respectful problem
solving, it has been proposed that children may benefit from such exposure as parents can teach
them how to effectively problem solve (Davies & Cummings, 1994; Grych & Fincham, 1993).
Taking this past research into account, the current study examined whether children’s involvement
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in interparental conflict moderates the relations between interparental conflict strategies and
children’s attachment security.
Primary Aims and Research Questions
The primary aims for this dissertation project are: (1) to investigate whether interparental
conflict strategies are associated with maternal and paternal sensitivity, and with attachment
security with mothers and fathers in early childhood; (2) to reveal some of the mechanisms by
which interparental conflict strategies and children’s attachment security may be related, by
examining parental sensitivity and involvement of children in conflict as potential explanatory
variables.
Answering these questions addressed the limitations in the previous literature by beginning
to examine mechanisms through which interparental conflict strategies are associated with parentchild relations in the first couple years of life. Specifically, constructive and destructive
interparental conflict strategies were considered, as well as the role of involvement in and exposure
of toddlers to interparental conflict. As previously mentioned, the vast majority of the attachment
literature has focused on the infancy period, while most of the research on the relations between
interparental conflict and children’s development has focused on the school-age and adolescent
years. Thus, this study’s focus on the toddlerhood period in early life addresses a developmental
gap in the interparental conflict and child development literature.
Research Questions
To address my study’s aims, I answered the following research questions:
1) Are the types of interparental conflict strategies that mothers and fathers use associated with
their parental sensitivity towards their child?
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2) Are the types of interparental conflict strategies that parents use associated with children’s
attachment security with mothers and fathers?
3) Is there an indirect effect from interparental conflict strategies to children’s attachment security
with their parents, through parental sensitivity?
4) Does involvement of the child in conflict (i.e., childrearing disagreements and involvement in
conflict) moderate the relations between interparental conflict strategies and children’s
attachment security?
Mediating factor
Parental Sensitivity
Parental factor

Interparental
Conflict
Strategies

Child outcome
Children’s
Attachment
Security

I

Involvement of Child
in Conflict
Moderating factor
Figure 1. Conceptual model.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

The Role of Attachment Security in Child Development
The development of attachment begins at birth through a series of phases in which infants
develop a preference for their primary caregiver, by which they can discriminate their caregivers
from other individuals and seek proximity to them, especially in times of distress (Bowlby
1969/1982). Bowlby suggested that the behaviors that children engage in to promote proximity to
their caregivers, also known as attachment figures, are part of an attachment behavioral system
that evolved to contribute to species survival (Bowlby, 1969/1982). By signaling to their caregivers
through such behaviors as crying, differential smiling, and locomotion (e.g., crawling, walking),
children initiate or maintain close proximity, and it is through these repeated interactions that
children develop an enduring affectional bond with their caregiver (Ainsworth et al., 1978). While
the development of an attachment bond with one or more caregivers occurs in most infants, the
quality of attachment relationships varies, which is displayed in children’s attachment security.
When children perceive their caregiver as consistently available, and their signals are responded
to promptly and appropriately, they learn that they can trust and rely on their caregiver, and in turn
view their world as a safe place that they can explore while using their caregiver as a secure base
to return to (Bowlby, 1988).
While child-caregiver attachment bonds are developed beginning in infancy, the quality of
these early attachments have implications beyond this developmental stage, with research
demonstrating that attachment security predicts numerous developmental outcomes in children.
For example, interactions with attachment caregivers foster important skills in children’s
development, such as emotional self-regulation (Cassidy, 1994). In particular, children who have
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secure attachments demonstrate increased ability to regulate overwhelming or disturbing
emotions, compared to children who have insecure attachments (Thompson, 2015). Further, a
recent meta-analysis found that early child-caregiver attachment security was predictive of the
quality of children’s subsequent relationships with peers in middle childhood and adolescence
(Pallini et al., 2014). In the largest prospective longitudinal study of the developmental
consequences of early attachments, children were followed from infancy through age 34, with their
attachment security being assessed at ages 12 and 18 months, and personality characteristics
assessed throughout participants’ development using a multimethod (e.g., interviews, behavioral
observations, self-reports) approach (Sroufe et al., 2005). Findings revealed that children’s early
attachment security in infancy was significantly predictive of personality characteristics
throughout childhood and adolescence, including self-esteem, self-confidence, ego resiliency, and
social competence with peers, teachers, romantic partners, and others (Sroufe, 2005; Sroufe et al.,
2005). In addition, using data from the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development
Study of Early Child Care and Youth Development (NICHD-SECCYD) study, early attachment
security (i.e., at 15, 24, and 36 months), Raikes and Thompson (2008) found that securely attached
children were more likely to utilize socially competent solutions to social problems they
encountered with their peers when they were 54 months of age. Collectively, previous literature
has demonstrated the significance of children’s attachment security for various developmental
outcomes later in life.
Parental Sensitivity as a Key Predictor of Attachment Security
Ainsworth et al. (1978) defined sensitivity as behavior in which a caregiver is alert to their
child’s signals, interprets the signals accurately, and responds promptly and appropriately. Parents
who are sensitive are highly accepting of their child and are able to see things from the child’s
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perspective while interpreting their signals. On the other hand, less sensitive parents tend to
interpret their child’s signals in the light of their own needs, may feel angry or resentful towards
the child, or may remain inaccessible to the child (Ainsworth et al., 1978). A vast amount of
research has revealed a link between caregiver sensitivity and children’s attachment security in
samples of infant-mother dyads, using the Strange Situation Procedure (Ainsworth, 1973;
Braungar-Reiker, Garwood, Powers, & Wang, 2001; De Wolff & van IJzendoorn, 1997;
Kochanska, 1998), providing moderately strong evidence that infants who have sensitive primary
caregivers tend to use their caregivers as a secure base from which to explore their environment
(see Bakermans-Kranenburg, van IJzendoorn, & Juffer [2003], De Wolff & van IJzendoorn
[1997], and Verhage et al. [2016] for meta-analytic reviews). However, far less research has
examined the sensitivity-security link in mother-child dyads in more naturalistic contexts. The
studies that have examined these interactions in naturalistic settings such as the home and
playgrounds, have found that the sensitivity-security link persists in these settings (Posada,
Carbonell, Alzate, & Plata, 2004; Posada, Kaloustian, Richmond, & Moreno, 2007). This
distinction between observing child-caregiver interactions in naturalistic settings, as opposed to in
structured lab settings, is important, as examining every day interactions between children and
their parents in their real-world settings may be more externally valid than in a structured lab
setting. Further, while the sensitivity-security link has been seldom examined past infancy, some
notable exceptions exist and further suggest the important role that caregiver sensitivity continues
to play in promoting secure attachment during the preschool years and beyond (George &
Solomon, 2008; Posada et al., 2007; Posada et al., 2016).
It should be noted that most of the previous research on children’s attachment relationships
have largely focused on child-mother attachment, with numerous studies documenting the
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importance of maternal sensitivity in the development of secure child-mother attachment
relationships (Anaya, 2015; Bakermans-Kranenburg et al., 2003; Posada et al., 2016; Posada et al,
2007). However, fathers play a fundamental role in children’s development while serving as
sensitive and involved caregivers from early in their children’s lives (Bakermans-Kranenburg, van
IJzendoorn, Bokhorts, & Schuengel, 2004; Belsky, Jaffee, Sligo, Woodward, & Silva, 2005; Lamb
& Lewis, 2010, Lucassen et al., 2011), and have increasingly become more involved in caregiving
over the last several decades. In fact, from 1965 to 2000 there was a 94% increase in the amount
of U.S. fathers’ interactive engagement with their children (Bianchi, Robinson, & Milkie, 2006).
Thus, considering the evolving nature of the paternal role, it is essential to take into consideration
the contributions of fathers when examining children’s development within the family system.
This includes the need to study the development of children’s attachment relationships with their
fathers early in life.
A limitation in the existing research on child-father attachment is that most previous studies
have focused on the infancy period, using the Strange Situation Procedure in structured lab
settings. This procedure was developed to assess infant-mother attachment relationships, and
researchers have not consistently found a strong relationship between paternal caregiving
sensitivity and infant-father attachment quality using this procedure (Braungart-Rieker, Garwood,
Powers, & Wang, 2001; van IJzendoorn & de Wolff, 1997). Consequently, researchers have
suggested that the Strange Situation in laboratory settings may not be as valid for assessing
attachment quality with fathers as it is with mothers, as the procedure was developed with mothers,
and the same reliability and validity that has been demonstrated with mother-child dyads has not
been found with father-child dyads (Volling & Belsky, 1992). Thus, it is not only necessary to
expand this research beyond infancy, but it would also be more appropriate to observe child-parent
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interactions in different natural contexts in which they are formed (Lamb & Lewis, 2010), such as
in the home or playground setting, wherein the dyadic interaction can be more natural. Playgrounds
provide a particularly interesting context for observing parental behavior, and in particular fathers’
behavior, given that fathers spend more time in play with their children, compared to time in
caregiving. Thus, using both home and playground contexts to observe child-parent interactions
might help account for these differences in behaviors as it gives a more representative sample of
their typical behavior and provides longer periods of observation.
Comparing child-mother and child-father attachment relationships.
While only a limited number of attachment studies have included fathers, similar to
findings for child-mother relationships, positive child-father relationships have been linked to
various beneficial outcomes. For example, when child-father attachment relationships are
classified as more secure, children tend to have more reciprocated friendships in the preschool
period (Verissimo et al., 2011), exhibit fewer behavior problems (Verschueren & Marcoen, 1999),
and are at lower risk for internalizing and externalizing forms of psychopathology (Phares, Rojas,
Thurston, & Hankinson, 2010). In a meta-analysis of 16 studies (N = 1,355) examining the relation
between paternal sensitivity during play and infant-father attachment security using the Strange
Situation Procedure, Lucassen et al. (2011) found a modest association between the two constructs
of r (1,355) = .12, p < .001, suggesting that greater levels of paternal sensitivity were associated
with greater child-father attachment security. While the association was significant, paternal
sensitivity accounted for only a small portion of variance in infants’ attachment security,
suggesting that there may be more contextual factors that influence child-father attachment
security that have not yet been considered.
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In comparison, a meta-analysis of maternal sensitivity and infant attachment security found
a medium combined effect size of r (1,097) = .24 (De Wolff & van IJzendoorn, 1997). One
proposed explanation for this difference seems to be related to the differential role of context as a
determinant of paternal and maternal caregiving. Specifically, research suggests that paternal
behavior is more strongly influenced by family factors, such as interparental relationship quality,
than is maternal behavior (Brown et al., 2010; Doherty, Kouneski, & Erickson, 1998). For
example, when parents report that they engage in supportive coparenting, children are more likely
to have secure attachments with their fathers (Brown et al., 2010). In addition, while parental
sensitivity was not significantly associated with children’s attachment security, the association
between coparenting and parental sensitivity was stronger for fathers than for mothers (Brown et
al., 2010). These findings suggest that family factors outside of the child-father dyad contribute to
the development of the child-father attachment relationship (Brown et al., 2010). Thus,
consideration of familial factors is crucial in the context of child-father and child-mother
relationships given the documented differential effects that have been found for fathers.
The existing literature has provided some evidence for modest concordance in attachment
relationships in infancy with mothers and fathers (Fox, Kimmerly, & Schafer, 1991; van
IJzendoorn & De Wolff, 1997), as well as for preschool-aged children’s attachment security with
mothers and fathers (Verissimo et al., 2011). Using the Attachment Behavior Q-Set (Waters, 1995,
v. 3.0), Verissimo and colleagues (2011) found a significant correlation between both child-mother
and child-father attachment security (r (35) = .51, p < .01) in a sample of Portuguese families.
Further, children’s attachment security to the father, but not to the mother, was positively related
to the number of reciprocal friendships the child had. Thus, while there is some similarity in
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security with mothers and fathers, there may exist distinct characteristics in the child-father
relationship that are associated with different developmental outcomes.
Likewise, in a sample of 4 and 5-year-old children, Schneider-Rosen and Burke (1999)
found a modest correlation (r (41) = .34, p < .05) between paternal and maternal reports of their
young children’s (M = 56 months) attachment behavior utilizing the Attachment Q-Sort (AQS;
Waters, 1995). Ratings of children’s attachment security using the AQS yields a correlation
coefficient (-1.0 – 1.0) with 1.00 being the most optimal secure attachment score. Schneider-Rosen
and Burke (1999) assigned children with attachment scores of .32 and above to the “secure”
category, and children who scored below .32 were classified as “insecure,” and found that 68% (N
= 27) of the children were classified similarly in their attachment with their mothers and fathers.
This same study found that mothers had greater levels of positive parental caregiving (i.e.,
observed parental acceptance during 10-minute parent-child play interaction in the lab setting)
than fathers, indicating that fathers and mothers may serve different, yet similarly important, roles
in their child’s early development. Interestingly, parental caregiving behavior in a laboratory
setting was not associated with parental reports of children’s attachment security at home. A
limitation of this study that may have contributed to these null findings was that parents reported
on children’s attachment behavior with them at home, while the parental behavior in the lab was
observer-reported. Having independent, trained observers report on children’s behavior using the
AQS has been found to yield more objective observations of children’s behavior compared to
having parents report (Van IJzendoorn, Vereijken, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & Riksen-Walraven,
2004). The differences found between mothers’ and fathers’ parenting behavior in the lab setting
suggest that there are additional contextual factors, which may be unaccounted for, that impact
fathers’ caregiving behavior. Taking into consideration contextual family factors that may
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influence parental sensitivity is thus necessary when examining child-parent attachment
relationships.
Parental Sensitivity in Context
Familial contextual factors and parental sensitivity
While parental sensitivity has been identified as a key predictor in children’s attachment
security, it is essential to acknowledge that child-parent relationships do not exist in a vacuum, as
they are influenced by a variety of contextual factors. Therefore, it is necessary to discuss factors
that influence parents’ ability to behave in warm, supportive, and responsive ways. One type of
contextual family factors that has been found to be associated with maternal sensitivity is economic
risk factors that reflect poverty and economic instability (e.g., income levels, education levels,
employment status) of the family (Raikes & Thompson, 2005). In a high-risk sample of mothers
and their 24-36-month-old children, economic risk factors were also associated with children’s
attachment security (Raikes & Thompson, 2005). Interestingly, emotional risk factors (e.g.,
domestic violence in the home, mothers’ separation from a partner during the last year) were not
associated with maternal sensitivity, although they were negatively associated with children’s
attachment security. The rate at which economic and emotional risk factors were reported were
similar, with about 20% of the sample reporting experiencing four or more risks in each of these
two categories (Raikes & Thompson, 2005). These differential findings for economic risk factors
versus emotional risk factors suggest that, in high-risk samples, threats to the familial economic
stability are more likely to hinder mothers’ ability to behave in a sensitive manner (e.g., responding
to child’s vocalizations; conveying positive feelings toward child) than are threats to the emotional
climate of the home.
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In a sample of low-income families, mothers and their infant children were followed from
the time children were 7 months to 24 months old to examine psychobiological influences on
maternal sensitivity in the context of adversity (Finegood, Blair, Granger, Hibel, & Mill-Koonce,
2016). This study found that maternal salivary cortisol, child negative affect, and cumulative risk
were increasingly negatively correlated with observed maternal sensitivity over the first two years
of the child’s life (Finegood et al., 2016). Heightened salivary cortisol levels are an indicator of
high stress levels that have previously been found to be associated with less sensitive maternal
behaviors (Thompson & Trevathan, 2008), and Finegood and colleagues’ (2016) findings suggest
that when combined with cumulative risk factors (e.g., family income-to-needs ratio, hours of
employment, occupational prestige, neighborhood noise/safety), mothers’ ability to respond
appropriately and consistently to children’s cues is negatively impacted. Further, children’s
negative affect (e.g., crying, fussing, frowning) during observed child-parent interactions was not
associated with maternal sensitivity when children were 7 months of age, it was negatively
associated with maternal sensitivity when children were 24 months of age, indicating that mothers’
capacity for caregiving is influenced differently by contextual factors across children’s age. While
these findings examined maternal behavior specifically, other research has focused on contextual
influences on both maternal and paternal behavior. One such construct that has received attention
is the role of interparental conflict.
Interparental Conflict
The existing work on interparental conflict in the attachment literature has largely focused
on the frequency and types of violent conflict (i.e., physical and verbal aggression) and their
relations to children’s outcomes (Carbonell, 2009; Davies & Cummings, 1994; Frosch &
Mangelsdorf, 2001; Margolin, Gordis, & Oliver, 2004; Posada & Pratt, 2008). For example, in a
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sample of families with school-age children (ages 9-13), the frequency of parents’ hostility (e.g.,
anger, blame, criticism) toward the spouse during a marital discussion regarding a non-child
related marital issue was associated with parents’ behavior towards their children during a parentchild discussion regarding an interpersonal problem that the child was currently experiencing
outside of the home (Margolin et al., 2004). Specifically, mothers’ hostility towards their husbands
while discussing a conflictual marital topic was positively associated with mothers’ negative affect
towards their child during the mother-child discussion. For fathers, their hostility during the
discussion towards their wives was negatively correlated with fathers’ empathy towards their child
during the father-child discussion. Interestingly, these findings only occurred in families in which
father-to-mother physical aggression had occurred in the past 12 months, as measured by parental
reports. These findings provided important information for understanding how emotional tone in
the child-parent subsystem is disrupted by interparental conflict, by influencing parental behavior
towards children. A limitation of this study is that children’s outcomes were not assessed. Thus,
although children’s interactions with their parents were influenced, the way that these parent-child
discussions are associated with children’s functioning could not be concluded.
There is evidence indicating that what is most predictive of children’s developmental
outcomes is the way that conflict is handled between parents, with past studies demonstrating
children are more likely to experience greater levels of emotional security (i.e., levels of emotional
reactivity, internal representations of parental relations, and forms of regulating exposure to parent
affect) when their parents’ conflict is handled in peaceful and loving ways (Cummings, GoekeMorey, & Papp, 2003; Cummings, Goeke-Morey, Papp, & Dukewich, 2002; Davies, Harold,
Goeke-Morey, Marcie, & Cummings, 2002; Davies, Cummings, & Winter, 2004; Easterbrooks,
Cummings, & Emde, 1994; Goeke-Morey, Cummings, Harold, & Shelton, 2003). On the other
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hand, when parents engage in conflict that is not peaceful (e.g., conflict containing aggressive,
violent behaviors) or goes unresolved, children are more likely to see the conflict as threatening
(Davies & Cummings, 1994).
Constructive and destructive conflict strategies
It is less known how different types of conflict strategies differentially impact mothers’
and fathers’ behavior towards their children, or children’s behavior towards their parents.
Constructive strategies during conflict have been characterized as those that involve using
cooperation and resolution tactics to handle the conflict. For example, using strategies such as
listening to a partner’s point of view, trying to find a solution that meets each partner’s needs
equally, and coming to an understanding. Engaging in conflict resolution is considered a
constructive conflict strategy, as it has been found to be associated with other constructive tactics
during conflict such as cooperation and reasoning; thus, resolution has previously been used
together with cooperation to indicate how constructive interparental conflict is (Goodman, Barfoot,
Frye, & Belli, 1999; McCoy et al., 2009). Destructive conflict strategies are characterized as tactics
including threats, personal insults, verbal or physical aggression, avoidance, and stonewalling
behaviors. (Goeke-Morey, Cummings, Harold, & Shelton, 2003; Kerig, 1996; McCoy et al., 2009).
These different forms of conflict strategies used in interparental conflict are interpreted differently
from the children’s perspective and have been found to have varying implications for children’s
functioning (Cummings & Davies, 2010).
In a sample of families with children 5 to 7 years of age, McCoy et al. (2009) found that
constructive (i.e., cooperation, resolution) interparental conflict positively predicted parents’ selfreported warmth toward the child, while destructive interparental conflict was negatively
associated with children’s emotional security about the parents’ marital relationship and prosocial
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behavior. To measure children’s emotional security about the marital relationship, parents rated
the way the child behaved in the past year when witnessing interparental conflict episodes, by
responding to items measuring emotional reactivity (e.g., appearing frightened) and behavior
dysregulation (e.g., yelling at family members). A notable limitation in this study is that of
common source variance, since parents reported on all key constructs of interest, including marital
conflict and children’s emotional security. This issue needs to be addressed in future research by
having multiple reporters (e.g., researchers’ observations) included in the methodology. These
findings provide evidence for the need to examine the operating processes by which interparental
conflict impacts child outcomes. As constructive and destructive conflict strategies influenced
children’s outcomes and family processes differently, interparental conflict must be treated as a
multidimensional construct in order to understand these relations more clearly (Cummings &
Davies, 2002; McCoy et al., 2009).
In a sample of couples with children aged 4–11 years, parents indicated the degree to which
they thought their child felt happy, sad, or afraid, during interparental conflict when the parents
believed the child heard or saw interparental conflict interactions (Cummings et al., 2002). Parents’
self-reported use of destructive conflict strategies (e.g., verbal hostility, threat, avoidance) during
interparental conflict interactions was related to less positive emotionality (e.g., more sadness,
anger, and fear) in the children (Cummings et al, 2002). On the other hand, when mothers reported
using constructive behavior in conflict episodes (e.g., calm discussion, problem solving,
compromise), parents reported that their children displayed increased positive emotionality. These
findings indicate that when children are exposed to interparental conflict episodes, parents’
modeling of constructive and destructive strategies have differential impacts on the way children
interpret the episodes. Another study found that when presented with videotaped scenarios of
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interadult conflicts that ended in various ways, a sample of children aged 5-10 years were found
to respond more negatively (i.e. with greater levels of anger or sadness) to the scenarios, if they
perceived that there was unresolved interadult anger in the conflict scenario (Cummings, Simpson,
& Wilson, 1993). This supports the notion that conflict resolution is viewed as a constructive
conflict strategy from the perspective of children.
Similar results have been found in middle childhood and adolescence (i.e., 8-16 years old)
in which children distinguished between destructive conflict tactics (e.g., verbal hostility,
defensiveness) and more constructive tactics (e.g. calm discussion, support) used by their parents
as demonstrated by the children’s differential outcomes (Cummings et al., 2003; DeBoard-Lucas,
Fosco, Raynor, & Grych, 2010; Goeke-Morey et al., 2003). For example, when parents used more
destructive tactics, children had more negative emotional responses, as reported by both parents,
whereas when parents had more constructive conflict tactics, children had greater levels of positive
emotional responding (Cummings et al., 2003).
These findings demonstrate that the way in which conflict is handled by parents is related
to school-aged children’s perceptions of the conflict and their developmental outcomes. However,
the question remains of whether these patterns begin to emerge earlier in child development (e.g.,
the toddler years) during a developmental period marked by heightened marital conflict (Cowan
& Cowan, 2000; Mitnick, Heyman, & Smith Slep, 2009). Further, whether constructive and
destructive patterns of conflict are related to child-parent attachment relationships during this early
childhood period also requires inquiry.
Impact of interparental conflict on child outcomes
When children see and hear interparental conflict, their wellbeing and health are
significantly impacted; specifically, they experience increased levels of depression, anxiety, and
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other psychological problems (Cummings & Davies, 2010). This is likely due in part because the
emotional availability of parents is compromised by interparental conflict, by preoccupying them
with the conflict occurring in the interparental relationship, thereby reducing the availability of
parents to attend to children. Previous literature examining children’s emotional security regarding
the parental relationship (i.e., children’s confidence in the stability and predictability of parents’
marital interactions) have found that interparental conflict impacts children’s emotional security
(Cummings & Davies, 1996; Davies & Cummings, 1994; Goeke-Morey, Papp, & Cummings,
2013). However, it is not yet known how different types of interparental conflict strategies may be
differentially associated with parent-child attachment relationships in the first few years of life.
Interparental conflict and attachment security
One specific outcome that has yet to be examined within the context of interparental
conflict strategies in the toddler years is children’s attachment security. Past studies on
interparental relationships have found that interparental conflict and dissatisfaction are highest
when children are in the infancy and preschool years (Belsky & Rovine, 1990; Cowan & Cowan,
2000; Mitnick, Heyman, & Smith Slep, 2009). This has important potential implications for early
child development and parent-child relationships. The concept of interdependency, drawn from
family systems theory, stresses that when there are perturbations in any one family subsystem (e.g.,
the interparental), the disturbances are felt throughout other family relationships (Cox, Paley, &
Harter, 2001). Thus, when conflict occurs between parents, there is potential for negative spillover
into child-parent subsystems. Further, this spillover may be facilitated through interferences in
parenting practices such as harsh discipline and decreased parental involvement (Buehler &
Gerard, 2002; Sturge-Apple, Davies, & Cummings, 2006). In a review of the inclusion of fathers
in attachment theory and research, Bretherton (2010) stressed the need for future studies to
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consider the interparental relationship, as the quality and satisfaction of interparental relationships
has been found to account for unique variance in predicting children’s social-emotional outcomes,
after controlling for parental sensitivity (Belsky & Fearon, 2004; Cowan, Cohn, Cowan, &
Pearson, 1996). Thus, considering the interparental relationship is necessary when examining
children’s attachment relationships.
The existing gap in the literature regarding interparental conflict strategies seems key to
account for the relatively modest effects of frequency of interparental conflict on child security in
non-clinical populations (e.g., Posada & Pratt, 2008). Studying these relations brought attention to
specific mechanisms through which the interparental subsystem may influence early child-parent
attachment relationships, help explicate how parental interaction patterns contribute to the stability
of the family system, and how early in childhood these effects begin to emerge, as early childhood
has been characterized as a time of heightened conflict. Further, specific types of interparental
conflict have been identified as having effects on child-parent relationships.
While past research on the influence of interparental conflict on children’s attachment
security is limited, the studies that have been conducted have yielded significant results. A
prospective, longitudinal study found that when mothers reported low levels of premarital
interparental conflict, high levels of premarital satisfaction, and good communication quality, their
children were more likely to be securely attached to them at 20 months of age (Howes & Markman,
1989). This finding was not the same for fathers, but fathers’ higher levels of premarital conflict
and lower levels of communication quality predicted greater levels of children’s dependency to
fathers. These results demonstrated that interparental conflict has long-term effects on child-parent
relationships even when the conflict occurs before the child is born. However, a limitation in the
study was that parents reported on all of the key variables, including on children’s attachment
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security, posing a risk of common method bias. Another longitudinal study on first-time parents
found that the frequency at which chronic interparental conflict occurred during the mothers’
second trimester of pregnancy and three months postpartum was negatively associated with
maternal and paternal behavior (e.g., sensitivity, attitude, encouragement) during 15-minute play
interactions when infants were three months old (Owen & Cox, 1997). Conflict was identified as
“chronic” in this study when it persisted across the prenatal assessment to the three-month
postpartum assessment. The frequency at which marital conflict occurred was negatively
associated with infant-father attachment security at one year of age, as assessed in the Strange
Situation Procedure. This relationship was not replicated when examining marital conflict and
infant-mother attachment, although child-mother attachment was more likely to be disorganized
(a type of insecure attachment) among children whose parents had more interparental conflict. The
different effects of marital conflict on child attachment found among parents provides evidence
that child-father relationships are impacted differently by contextual family factors.
Another longitudinal study with two-parent families found that interparental hostility (i.e.,
irritation, wives’ negative affect, husband negative affect) during 5-minute family play episodes
at 6 months of age was negatively correlated with maternal reports of their children’s attachment
security to them at three years of age (Frosch et al., 2000). However, this association was not found
for fathers’ reports of child-father attachment security. Further, concurrent correlational analyses
when children were three years of age indicated that interparental conflict during a 10-minute
discussion episode, on an often-conflictual area of relationships, division of labor in the home, was
negatively correlated with children’s attachment security with their mothers and their fathers. Also
of interest, positive engagement during the interparental discussion was measured, and was
comprised of: enjoyment, wives’ positive affect, husbands’ positive affect, cooperation, balance,

24
and interaction quality. Findings indicated that positive interparental engagement during the 10minute discussion about division of domestic labor, was a stronger predictor of child-father
attachment security, but not child-mother attachment, than was interparental conflict during this
discussion episode. This supports the notion that the ways in which interparental discussions are
handled influences preschoolers’ use of their parents as a secure base from which to explore and
that positive aspects of conflict may actually serve to benefit children’s social-emotional
development. Further, the different outcomes found among child-father and child-mother
attachment indicate that the impact of interparental conflict on child-parent relationships may be
explained by a mediating variable, such as parental sensitivity.
In a cross-sectional study with a non-clinical sample of preschool children and their
mothers, Posada and Pratt (2008) found that increased levels of spousal physical aggression
towards the mother, and children’s exposure to it, negatively predicted preschool-aged children’s
attachment security with their mothers. Despite the low levels of physical aggression reported, this
significant relationship was also found to exist when controlling for a global index of general
interparental conflict. The measurement of global marital conflict is distinct from reports on
aggression, as it provides information regarding disagreements that commonly occur between
partners (e.g., how to spend holidays, choice of friends, amount of time spent together). Thus, the
findings suggest that even when it occurs infrequently, physical aggression and children’s
exposure to it has implications for children’s attachment relationships with their mothers. One
limitation of the study was that fathers were not included; thus, only mothers reported on the
interparental relationship and only child-mother attachment security was independently assessed.
Another cross-sectional study examining marital conflict and child-mother attachment
relationships did not find the same results as Posada and Pratt (2008) in a sample of Mexican-
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American families with children aged 4.6 years on average (Carbonell, 2009). In this sample of 44
families, mothers’ reports on the frequency of their husbands’ verbal and physical aggression
against them in the previous six months were not associated with maternal sensitivity, or with
children’s attachment security with mothers. However, maternal reports of frequency of global
marital conflict were significantly associated with maternal reports of the frequency of childrearing
disagreements that mothers engaged in with fathers, as well as with mothers’ reports of spouses’
verbal aggression and physical aggression against them in the last six months. Further, the
association between global marital conflict and maternal sensitivity showed a trend towards
significance (p < .10). Overall, reports of physical conflict were very low in this nonclinical
Mexican-American sample, compared to nonclinical White sample (Posada & Pratt, 2008). The
researcher attributed this partly to underreporting of aggression by mothers due to the families’
immigration status, as some participants were concerned with potential repercussions that may
come with reporting on the frequency of aggression from their spouse. Thus, the very low levels
of conflict reported and lack of significant findings with the aggression variables may be specific
to this population and help understand the results obtained.
A recent longitudinal study measured children’s attachment security with both parents and
interparental conflict when children were age two, followed by a measure of children’s
internalizing problems at age 10 (Brock & Kochanska, 2016). Findings revealed that girls’
attachment security with both parents (i.e., an average composite score of child security with each
parent) mediated the relationship between parents’ maladaptive strategies during conflict (e.g.,
avoidance, stonewalling) and children’s later internalizing problems, but the same was not found
for boys. Further, for both girls and boys, children’s attachment security mediated the relation
between the aftermath of interparental conflict (e.g. feeling closer after an argument, feeling angry
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after an argument) and children’s later internalizing problems. Interestingly, adaptive interparental
conflict (i.e., cooperation) was not associated with children’s attachment security or with
internalizing problems later in childhood, thus the same mediation effects were not found with
adaptive conflict. These findings demonstrate the importance of further studying the relations
between different types of interparental conflict strategies (i.e., adaptive/constructive and
maladaptive/destructive strategies) and children’s attachment security, to better understand what
contextual factors within families may be driving these relations.
Childrearing conflict and involvement of child in conflict
Another dimension of interparental conflict that needs to be considered is the extent to
which parents’ conflict revolves around, and involves, children. When the content of interparental
conflict includes child-related themes, school-aged children are more likely to intervene in the
conflict episode, display increased internalizing and externalizing problems and depressive
symptoms, and are more likely to inquire with their mothers about the interparental conflict (Fosco
& Grych, 2008; Franck & Buehler, 2007; McDonald, Jouriles, Rosenfield, & Leahy, 2012; Oh,
Lee, & Park, 2011) providing evidence that children’s involvement in conflict, and having
disagreements that center on the child in front of them also has implications for the effects of
conflict on children. For example, one study examined the effects of interparental conflict on
children aged 7-10 years in a low-income sample, by interviewing mothers about occurrences of
interpartner violence (IPV) during the previous six months, and subsequent conversations in which
they and their children discussed the conflict (McDonald et al., 2002). Mothers were asked the
questions, “What has your child said or asked about conflicts or arguments between you and your
husband/partner?” and “Have there been times when YOU initiated conversations with your child
about conflicts or arguments between you and your husband/ partner?”. Results from the maternal
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interviews revealed that most (79%) children inquired to their mothers about the interparental
conflict in the home, and children’s most common concern was the motive of the parents’ conflict.
In addition, when mothers more directly addressed the content of children’s questions, children
were less likely to exhibit internalizing and externalizing problems (McDonald et al., 2002). This
study demonstrates that when school-age children are exposed to interparental conflict and
subsequently inquire about it, the way parents respond significantly predicts how the child
internalizes the conflict. A limitation of the study is that mothers only reported on the frequency
of minor (e.g. “spats”, getting on each other’s nerves) and major (e.g., big fights, “blow-ups”)
conflict, but were not asked to report on which types of conflict strategies they engaged in with
their partners, or on specific conflict topics or motives that their conflict concerned. Thus, this
study could not report on what topics may have influenced children’s outcomes differently.
In a sample of 6-year-old children and their parents, interparental disagreements about
childrearing were found to significantly mediate the relationship between marital withdrawal (e.g.,
use of avoidance and detachment) during interparental discussions and mothers’ emotional
availability (i.e., lack of warmth, support, or praise) during interactions with their children (SturgeApple, Davies, & Cummings, 2006). The same indirect effect was found when examining
childrearing disagreements as a mediating mechanism in the relationship between marital hostility
and maternal emotional unavailability. Interestingly, childrearing disagreements did not impact
fathers’ emotional availability toward their children in this way, indicating that interparental
conflict on the topic of childrearing differentially influences maternal and paternal behavior toward
children. Further, while marital hostility and withdrawal significantly predicted mothers’
emotional unavailability, only marital withdrawal was predictive of fathers’ emotional
unavailability. These findings further highlight the need to examine the influence of different
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conflict strategies (e.g., hostility and withdrawal) to understand the mechanisms through which
interparental conflict directly and indirectly influences parental behavior towards children.
In an earlier study, Grych & Fincham (1993) found that when children felt responsible for
their parents’ arguments they were more likely to experience shame and sadness, especially when
parents disagreed about child-related issues. Similarly, a cross-sectional study of Korean children
aged 10-12 years found that, when presented with hypothetical interparental conflict vignettes,
children were more likely to report fear of being drawn into the conflict if the topic of conflict in
the vignette was child-related (e.g., conflict over child-rearing differences; Oh, Lee, & Park, 2011).
To assess children’s emotional and cognitive responses to the marital conflict vignettes, children
were asked to imagine the conflict scenarios happening in their own homes between their parents
and were instructed to respond to a set of items measuring their appraisals of the conflict (e.g.,
whether they thought the conflict would escalate; whether the child would be drawn into the
conflict; the degree to which the child would blame themselves for the conflict). Findings revealed
that when the conflict in the vignette was child-related or included anger and hostility, children
were more likely to self-blame, feel shame, and have increased fears that the conflict may escalate
and involve the child (Oh et al., 2011).
In a sample of two-parent families with children aged 7-11 years, parental reports of
children’s exposure to interparental conflict predicted boys’ self-reports of depression and anxiety;
this effect was mediated by boys’ appraisal of the interparental conflict (i.e., frequency, intensity,
unresolved) properties (Kerig, 1998). In other words, the relation between boys’ exposure to
interparental conflict and their internalizing symptoms can be explained by their self-reports of the
frequency, intensity, and lack of resolution in their parents’ conflicts. This same mediational effect
was not found for girls in the study, although parents’ ratings of children’s exposure to
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interparental conflict did predict girl’s appraisal of the conflict, and girls’ self-blame regarding the
conflict (Kerig, 1999). The gender differences in the study indicate that boys and girls may
internalize interparental conflict in distinct ways. The same study examined moderating effects of
children’s appraisals of interparental conflict on the relationship between exposure to interparental
conflict and children’s adjustment. Boys with greater levels of exposure to interparental conflict
were more likely to experience anxiety and display higher externalizing behavior problems and
total problems when they perceived their parents’ conflict as being characterized by negative
properties (e.g., conflict that was frequent, intense, or unresolved), compared to boys whose
appraisals of their parents’ conflict was not as negative. Further, boys’ feelings of threat and their
self-blame also moderated the effects of exposure to interparental conflict and their behavior
problems and anxiety (Kerig, 1999). For girls whose parents reported high exposure to
interparental conflict, girls’ perceptions of their parents’ conflict (e.g., frequency, intensity,
resolution) moderated the effects of the conflict on their internalizing problems (i.e., depression
and anxiety). In addition, children’s reports of self-blame for their parents’ conflict also moderated
the effects of interparental conflict on boys’ externalizing behaviors and girls’ internalizing
behaviors (Kerig, 1999). As these findings indicate that the effects of interparental conflict on
school-aged children’s developmental outcomes depends on levels of children’s perceptions and
self-blame, it is important to continue considering contextual moderating variables in research
examining interparental conflict in family systems.
While prior research demonstrates that childrearing disagreements and children’s
involvement in conflict influence children’s relationship with their parents, these studies have
focused on school-aged children, and it is unclear how early in life (e.g., the toddler years) these
types of interparental disagreements begin to influence child-parent subsystems, and in particular,
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whether they may be related to child-parent attachment relationships. One specific child outcome
that had not been previously examined within the context of interparental conflict and childrearing
disagreements was children’s attachment security earlier in childhood. Studying these relations in
the current study brought attention to whether young children’s inclusion in interparental conflict
is related to young children’s ability to use their parents as a secure base and contributed to the
limited existing knowledge on how such interparental interactions may spillover to other family
subsystems (i.e., child-parent relationships).
Parental sensitivity as a mediator
Previously, researchers have suggested the need to examine parental caregiving as a
potential mediator when examining the influence of interparental conflict on children’s
developmental outcomes (Fosco & Grych, 2008). In the previously mentioned study by Owen &
Cox (1997) examining interparental conflict and infant-parent attachment, the researchers used
hierarchical regressions to test whether maternal and paternal sensitivity mediated the relationship
between interparental conflict and children’s attachment security. Findings revealed that parental
sensitivity did not add additional variance in the prediction of infant-mother or infant-father
attachment, above and beyond marital conflict, and marital conflict remained a significant
predictor of attachment when sensitivity was entered into the model. This indicated that sensitivity
did not help explain the relationship. One limitation in the study was that parental sensitivity was
assessed during a brief 15-minute play task with the infant-parent dyads, which may not be enough
time to adequately assess parents’ typical behavior with their infant. Having longer, and additional
visits, in the current study may allow a more representative view of what parental sensitivity is
like during dyadic interactions.
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Studies of attachment relationships have not yet examined the indirect effect of
interparental conflict on attachment security beyond infancy, while examining parental sensitivity
as a mediating mechanism in the relationship. However, a few studies have examined maternal
sensitivity to help explain the relations between other familial contextual risk factors and children’s
attachment security. For example, the previously mentioned study by Raikes and Thompson
(2005) in a high-risk sample of mothers and their 24 to 36-month-old children, maternal sensitivity
was found to mediate the relationship between economic risk factors (e.g., being unemployed,
being a single parent) and children’s attachment security scores in the home, as measured by
observers’ reports using the AQS. In other words, mothers who had high levels of economic risk
were less responsive towards their children, and in turn, had children with lower levels of
attachment security. When maternal sensitivity was not included in the model, economic risks did
not have a direct impact on children’s attachment security, implying that maternal sensitivity fully
mediated the relation. In a more recent study examining the relations between frequency of
interparental conflict and child adjustment (i.e., internalizing and externalizing behaviors) in
Italian school-aged children, researchers found that parenting stress served as a mediator to help
explain the relation between the two constructs (Camisaca, Miragoli, & Di Blasio, 2016). While
this study did not examine parenting sensitivity or children’s attachment security, it provides
evidence for the need to consider parenting factors (e.g., sensitivity) when examining the relations
between contextual family variables and children’s development.
The Current Study
With this dissertation project, I specifically examined child-parent attachment relationships
in the context of interparental conflict strategies. I investigated how specific problem-solving
strategies are related to child-parent attachment relationships in early childhood. In addition, I
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examined whether conflict regarding the child and involvement of the child in the conflict plays a
role in the relation between parental conflict and child-parent attachment relationships. Further, by
including fathers in this study, I was able to examine differences in these relations among mothers
and fathers, while considering both mothers’ and fathers’ reports on interparental conflict.
Research Questions and Hypotheses
The research questions that I addressed with this study were:
1) Are the types of interparental conflict strategies that mothers and fathers use associated with
their parental sensitivity towards their child?
Hypothesis 1: Mothers’ use of constructive conflict strategies during interparental conflict would
be positively associated with maternal sensitivity. On the other hand, mothers’ use
of destructive conflict would be negatively associated with maternal sensitivity.
Hypothesis 2: Fathers’ use of constructive conflict strategies during interparental conflict would
be positively associated with paternal sensitivity, and fathers’ use of destructive
conflict would be negatively associated with paternal sensitivity.
2) Are the types of interparental conflict strategies that parents use associated with children’s
attachment security with mothers and fathers?
Hypothesis 3: Mothers’ use of constructive conflict strategies during interparental conflict would
be positively associated with children’s attachment security with mother, and
mothers’ use of destructive conflict strategies would be negatively associated with
children’s attachment security with mother.
Hypothesis 4: Fathers’ use of constructive conflict strategies during interparental conflict would
be positively associated with children’s attachment security with father, while
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fathers’ use of destructive conflict strategies would be negatively associated with
children’s attachment security.
3) Does parental sensitivity mediate the relations, if any, between interparental conflict strategies
and children’s attachment security with their parents?
Hypothesis 5: Based on the literature that reviewed, it was predicted that maternal sensitivity
would mediate the relationship between interparental conflict strategies and
children’s attachment security with mother.
Hypothesis 6: Also based on the literature reviewed, it was hypothesized that paternal sensitivity
would mediate the relationship between interparental conflict strategies and
children’s attachment security with father.
4) Does involvement of the child in conflict (i.e., childrearing disagreements and involvement in
conflict) moderate the relations, if any, between interparental conflict strategies and children’s
attachment security?
Hypothesis 7: I predicted that maternal involvement of the child in interparental conflict would
moderate the relationship between interparental conflict strategies and children’s
attachment security with mother. Specifically, it was predicted that at greater levels
of destructive conflict strategies, children’s attachment security would be lower,
and at low levels of destructive conflict strategies, children’s attachment security
would be greater.
Hypothesis 8: Paternal involvement of the child in interparental conflict would moderate the
relationship between interparental conflict strategies and children’s attachment
security with father. Specifically, it was predicted that fathers that reported greater
levels of destructive conflict strategies would have children who had lower
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attachment security scores. Such as in the maternal model, it was predicted that at
greater levels of destructive conflict strategies, children’s attachment security
would be lower, and at low levels of destructive conflict strategies, children’s
attachment security would be greater.
Novelty and Importance
I examined how both maternal and paternal sensitivity and children’s attachment security
with each parent were influenced by the conflict strategies that parents used during episodes of
conflict. This had not previously been studied in the attachment literature, and the findings shed
light on the specific mechanisms through which interparental conflict is associated with childparent attachment relationships. As children’s attachment security has been found to be predictive
of a vast array of children’s developmental outcomes (e.g., cognitive and social-emotional
development; Thompson, 2016), the findings of this investigation contribute significantly to the
knowledge of factors related to children’s well-being. Another innovative characteristic of this
study was that the behavioral reports (i.e., attachment security and parental sensitivity) were
obtained through multiple 75-minute observational assessments conducted in contexts in which
the children regularly interact with their parents (e.g., the home and their preferred park). This is
important as past studies have largely conducted child-parent observations in laboratory settings
and within a smaller time frame. This longer time frame allowed for a more representative sample
of child-parent interactions typical for each dyad.
Finally, this project included both parents’ perspectives on their interparental conflict and
the strategies they used to resolve different types of conflict. Both parents reported on how they
each involved their child in interparental conflict, as well as how often they disagreed on a variety
of childrearing topics with their partner. The inclusion of both parents in this research made this
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study unique, as fathers have been largely neglected in previous attachment research, particularly
in the context of understanding contextual factors at play in these relationships. Thus, I was able
to include information on each parent’s perceptions of their use of conflict strategies. Lastly,
studies of interparental conflict and children’s outcomes had previously focused on children in
middle childhood and early adolescence, likely due in part to the older children’s ability to report
their experiences regarding their parents’ conflict. However, the current study’s observational
nature allowed me to innovatively use this methodology to measure children’s outcomes (i.e., their
attachment security with their parents) at an early age.
This study sheds light on how early links between the interparental relationship and parentchild attachment relationships begin to emerge in early childhood. This research informs
prevention and intervention programs by elucidating the extent to which, and specific mechanisms
(i.e., conflict strategies and topics of conflict) through which, interparental conflict strategies are
associated with parenting behavior and child attachment outcomes. By helping parents of young
children understand how their use of interparental conflict strategies may impact their parenting
and the quality of their interactions with their toddlers, interventionists will be able to identify
those at risk and equip parents with knowledge of how to promote nurturing and supportive family
relationships.
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METHOD

Participants
Data for the project were derived from a larger IRB-approved study in which 66 childmother-father triads were recruited. Families were recruited by contacting directors of childcare
centers and agencies that serve the target population, requesting their permission to bring flyers to
be sent home with parents explaining the study, and inviting parents to contact the researcher for
more information. The study was also advertised via the Purdue Today e-communication that is
sent out to all Purdue employees regularly, as well as on bulletin boards of local community
centers, libraries, and local mother groups. To be eligible to participate in the study, families
needed to be two-parent families, and have a 24-36-month old child at the time of recruitment.
Parents could be either the biological or adoptive parents of their child, and they could be married
or cohabitating. Further, the parents had to be 18 years or older to participate. Families were
offered weekday daytime or evening visits, as well as weekend visits, to allow them to select what
best fit their availability. The average age of children at the first visit was 29.21 months (SD =
4.34, range: 24.00 - 38.00), and the average age of children at the last visit was 35.02 months (SD
= 6.44, range: 25.00 – 57.00). About half of children were female (51.5%), and the majority of
children (68.2%) were White/Caucasian, while 9.1% were Asian, 6.1% were Latino, 15.2% were
mixed ethnicities, and 1.5% were African. A little less than half of children were enrolled in
preschool or childcare (44%), and those children who did attend preschool or childcare were
enrolled for an average of 28.31 weekly hours (SD = 15.51, range: 2.0 – 50.0). For the majority of
children (66.7%), mothers reported to be the primary caregiver, while for 30.3% of children both
parents were their primary caregivers, and two children’s primary caregiver was their father. On
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average, children had 1.14 siblings (SD = 1.16, range: 0.0 – 5.0), and in 12 families, mother shared
that they were pregnant with the child’s first sibling.
Average annual household income was 62,410 USD (SD = 44,640, range: 9,000 –
220,000). The average maternal age was 31.59 years (SD = 5.33, range: 19 – 46). About half (47%)
of mothers identified as White/Caucasian, 12.1% identified as Asian, and 10.6% identified as
Latina. On average, mothers had 16.13 years of education (SD = 1.24), which is equivalent to a
Bachelor’s degree. About half (47.0%) of mothers were stay-at-home mothers, while 40.9%
worked outside the home full-time, and 12.1% worked outside the home part-time. Most mothers
were the child’s biological parent, with the exception of one family who adopted their child a few
days after his birth. The average length of parents’ marriage was 7.07 years (SD = 3.59, range: 2
– 17). Fathers’ average age was 33.22 years (SD = 5.39, range: 24 – 47), and the majority of fathers
(75.8%) identified as White/Caucasian, 10.6% identified as Asian, and 7.6% identified as Latino.
On average, fathers had 16.92 years of education (SD = 2.26), which is equivalent to about a
Bachelor’s degree. Most fathers were the child’s biological father, with the exception of two who
were adoptive fathers. The majority of fathers (94%) worked outside the home full-time, while
two were stay-at-home fathers. The total length of time that the families were in the study (i.e., the
amount time between the first visit and the fifth visit) depended on the families’ availability and
was on average 26.61 weeks (SD = 22.94, range: 3 – 102). Six families in particular were in the
study for much longer than other families (range: 66 – 102 weeks) due to difficulty in scheduling
(e.g., unresponsiveness to scheduling attempts, needing to reschedule visits).
Procedure
This study has a cross-sectional design in which families were seen five separate times.
Importantly, due to the cross-sectional nature of the study, a limitation is that the direction of any
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effects found cannot be established. The five visits included a 75-minute home visit with each
parent, a 75-minute visit at a park or playground with each parent, and a 120-minute lab visit with
both parents and the child. At the conclusion of each of the five visits, families were paid $20 for
their time, for a total of $100. Children were given a book at the final visit as a token of appreciation
for their participation as well. The study included an observational aspect, as well as data collected
through questionnaires that both parents answered independently. Children’s secure base behavior
and parents’ sensitivity were observed and reported by independent trained observers using the
Attachment Q-Set (Waters, 1995) and Maternal Behavior for Preschoolers Q-Set (MBPQS; Posada
et al., 2007) respectively. The fifth and final visit with each family took place in the research lab
setting, during which interparental relationship questionnaires were completed in private by each
parent. The specific measures used, as well as the Q-Sort methodology procedure, are discussed
in detail below.
The order of the home and park visits largely depended on parents’ availability and the
weather. For 62.0% of families, the first visit was the mother’s home visit; for 21.2% of families,
the first visit was the mother’s park visit; for 10.6% of families, the first visit was the father’s home
visit, and for 6.06% of families, the first visit was the father’s park visit. During the first visit with
each parent, consent forms were signed, and family demographic information was collected from
the parent. For the first 60 minutes of the 75-minute home visits, parents were instructed to do
what they usually would do during that time, as we were interested in seeing what typical
interactions were like between the parent and child. Example activities that parents engaged in
with their children during the home visits included playing, eating a meal, or doing chores with
their child. Then after the first 60 minutes, they were given a book to read with their child for the
remaining 15 minutes. Two different books from the same series, Gossie and Friends, were
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brought to the two home visits so that mothers and fathers each read a book that was new to their
child. After the book reading, the visit was complete, and parents were paid for their time. Prior to
the park visits, parents were asked to choose a park or playground that they enjoyed going to with
their child. If the park or playground was within walking distance of the family’s home, the
observers met the dyad at their home and walked to the playground with them. If not, the observers
met the dyad at the playground. These visits were unstructured, in that the parents were told they
could play however they would like with their child, and the observers would follow them around,
ask the parent some questions regarding the child, and engage in play with them if the child wished
to involve them in their activities.
Measures
Interparental conflict strategies
The Conflicts and Problem-Solving Scales (CPS; Kerig, 1996) include measurements of
conflict dimensions and conflict strategies used by partners in problem-solving, which were used
to investigate whether the use of specific strategies may be influencing parents’ behavior towards
their children and children’s behavior towards their parents. The CPS demonstrated convergent
validity with the Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS; Spanier, 1976), Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS;
Straus, 1979), and the O’Leary-Porter Scale (OPS; Porter & O’Leary, 1980), with significant
correlations between overlapping scales with the measures (Kerig, 1996). It also indicated
discriminant validity with nonsignificant correlations between dissimilar scales in the measures.
The CPS includes conflict strategy scales measuring constructive conflict (i.e.,
cooperation, 6 items [e.g., Try to understand what partner is feeling]; conflict resolution, 13 items
[e.g., We feel that we’ve resolved it, or come to an understanding]). The cooperation and resolution
subscales were measured using the same response scale: “never” (scored 0), “rarely” (scored 1),
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“sometimes” (scored 2), and “often” (scored 3. Thus, the responses to the 19 items were summed
together to create a “Constructive Conflict Strategies” variable, which demonstrated good
reliability with mothers (α = .81) and fathers (α = .87).
The CPS also measured nonconstructive conflict (i.e., avoidance/capitulation, 10 items
[e.g., change the subject]; stonewalling, 7 items [e.g., withdraw love or affection]; verbal
aggression, 8 items [e.g., be sarcastic]; and physical aggression, 7 items [e.g., throw objects, slam
doors, break things]). The response format is a four-point Likert scale anchored in terms of
frequency of use of each item when disagreements occur with their spouse: “never” (scored 0),
“rarely” (scored 1), “sometimes” (scored 2), and “often” (scored 3). These subscales were used to
create a “Destructive Conflict Strategies” variable, by summing together the individuals’ responses
to the 32 items. This variable showed good internal reliability for mothers (α = .86) and fathers (α
= .85).
Involvement of child in conflict
Two measures were used to make up the observed “Child Involvement in Interparental
Conflict” variable. The first measure was the child involvement subscale of the CPS (Kerig, 1996).
The subscale consists of six items (e.g., Involve the child(ren) in our argument; Confide in
child(ren) about problems with partner). The response format is a four-point Likert scale anchored
in terms of frequency of use of each item: “never” (scored 0), “rarely” (scored 1), “sometimes”
(scored 2), and “often” (scored 3). The second measure used was the Family Behavior Survey part
3 (Posada & Waters, 1990), which was completed by mothers and fathers to rate the frequency of
occurrence of a broad range of child-rearing issues about which parents disagreed during the last
6 months. The scale consists of 30 items that use a 6-point Likert scale, and example items include:
#4 – Contradicting my decisions about our child; #28 – Not sticking to agreements we made about
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childrearing or discipline, and #9 – Being too harsh when disciplining our child. The terms of
frequency of disagreements during the past six months are: “never” (scored 0), “1-3 times” (scored
1), “4-6 times” (scored 2), “7-9 times” (scored 3), “almost every week” (scored 4), and “every
week or more” (scored 5). Lastly, child exposure to interparental conflict about childrearing was
assessed on the same 30 items regarding childrearing disagreements by presenting parents with a
six-point Likert scale in which they reported the percentage of the time that the child heard or saw
the parents engage in the disagreements, if the parents had that particular type of disagreement.
The scale response options for child exposure during the last six months are: 0% (scored 0), 20%
(scored 1), 40% (scored 2), 60% (scored 3), 80% (scored 4), and 80%+ (scored 5). Reliability for
this measure was α = .88 for mothers and α = .93 for fathers. A composite child involvement score
was calculated for each parent by summing the parents’ responses to the 66 items. Reliability for
this composite measure was α = .95 for mothers, and α = .95 for fathers.
Q-sort methodology
The q-methodology sorting procedure (Block, 1978) was used to provide information
regarding the study’s key variables of maternal sensitivity, paternal sensitivity, and children’s
attachment security (each measure is described in detail below). Thus, prior to collecting data,
observers were trained in the use of the Attachment Q-Set 3.0 (AQS; Waters, 1995), and the
Maternal Behavior for Preschoolers Q-Set (MBPQS; Posada et al., 1998), in separate trainings.
Trainings were held in our research lab to teach undergraduate students the q-sorting procedures
and the Q-sets used to observe child and parental behavior. Training consisted of observers
attending a minimum of four, three-hour-long training sessions during which they spent the first
session learning the q-sort methodology and producing examples for each of the behavioral items
of the pertaining Q-Set. The subsequent three training sessions included observing video-
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recordings of child-mother interactions in naturalistic settings, and describing child behavior with
the AQS, or describing parental behavior using the MBPQS. In order to be considered “trained”
on a Q-Set, observers had to achieve inter-observer reliability of .70 or greater with an expert coder
on at least three training videos.
After training of the observers, teams of 3-4 observers went on home and park visits.
Different observers were used for the families’ home and park visits to observe parental and child
behavior. For instance, a research assistant that observed and reported on a mother’s behavior for
a particular family was not assigned to also observe the father for that specific family. Thus,
independent observers reported on the family members across visits. Inter-observer reliability was
check for all of the observation reports when there were at least two observers reporting on a parent
or child. Interobserver reliability scores are discussed below. The procedure for sorting was as
follows:
1. Observers followed q-methodology (Block, 1978) to divide the 90 Q-Set items into three
groups: “characteristic,” “neither characteristic nor uncharacteristic,” and
“uncharacteristic”.
2. As Figure 2 demonstrates, the three groups of items were then subdivided into nine piles
of ten items each, ranging from 1 “most uncharacteristic” to 9 “most characteristic”. To
do this, the observer started with either the “uncharacteristic” or “characteristic” side and
put the cards in three piles of 10 items each. For instance, when sorting the
“uncharacteristic” side, the observer placed the items that were the most uncharacteristic
of the individual that they observed in Pile 1. Then, the next 10 most uncharacteristic
items were placed in Pile 2, and so on. The same procedure is done for the
“characteristic” side, with the items that the observer reported as being the most
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characteristic placed in Pile 9, and the 10 next most characteristic items placed in Pile 8,
and so on. Finally, the items in the middle pile were used to fill in the remaining piles in
the middle of the distribution (i.e., Piles 4-6). The observer then recorded the pile
placement for each of the items. An item’s score corresponds to the pile number in which
it was placed.
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Figure 2. The q-sorting procedure.
3. Observers’ independent reports using the Q-set items created a behavioral profile for the
child or parent that they observed during the home or park visit. For visits on which two
observers reported on child or parental behavior, interobserver reliability was calculated,
and item discrepancies greater than three piles were discussed. Following discussion of
each discrepant item, observers reached a consensus on the placement of a given item and
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were able to change the placement of an item in order to provide a valid description of
the parental or child behavior.
4. Observers’ behavior descriptions for each child, for each home and park visit were
averaged, and the resulting composite was scored on security by correlating the
composite with a theoretical description of an optimally securely attached child (Waters,
1995), on a range of -1 to 1, with 1 being the most optimal secure attachment score. The
resulting correlation index is a child’s security score. Likewise, parental sensitivity scores
(-1.00 to 1.00) were calculated by averaging the q-sort descriptions of two independent
observers for each visit, and the resulting averages were correlated with a criterion sort
for a “prototypically sensitive” parent, which was created based on the average item
placements of the 90 Q-set items by a team of attachment theory experts (Posada et al.,
2007). Thus, each child had a global security score with each parent, and each parent had
a global sensitivity score.
Parental sensitivity
The Maternal Behavior for Preschoolers Q-Set (Posada, Moreno, & Richmond, 1998) has
been found to be a reliable and valid measure of maternal sensitivity as observed in natural contexts
(Posada et al., 2007; Posada & Waters, 2014, Posada et al., 2016). The same 90 items were adapted
in this study to be used with fathers as well, by changing the wording of the items to describe
fathers instead of mothers (i.e., the word “mother” was replaced with the word “father” in the
items). Example items that were observed for during the visits are: Item #9- Responds consistently
to child’s signals, Item #36- Builds on the focus of child’s attention. In previous studies with
nonclinical samples of middle-class mothers and their preschool aged children, maternal behavior
has been significantly related to children’s attachment security, with mothers who were more
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sensitive having children with greater security scores (Posada et al., 2016). In the present study, I
expected that maternal and paternal behavior would be related to children’s attachment security.
Following each home and park visit, the MBPQS was used to report on parental behavior by one
or two observers. For 28% of mother-child home visits and 38% of mother-child park visits, two
observers described maternal behavior, while all other visits had only one mother observer. Mean
interobserver reliability was .86 for maternal behavior for home visits, and .85 for park visits. Two
observers described paternal behavior for 33% of father-child home visits and 34% of father-child
park visits, and the rest of the visits had only one father behavior. Mean interobserver reliability
for paternal behavior was .86 for home visits, and .88 for park visits. A composite sensitivity
variable was created for each parent using their home and park visit sensitivity scores, to represent
global maternal sensitivity and global paternal sensitivity.
Children’s attachment security
The Attachment Behavior Q-Set 3.0 (Waters, 1995) was used to assess children’s
attachment security. Waters (1995) constructed the Attachment Q-Set’s 90 individual items to
provide a comprehensive characterization of a child’s secure base behavior with respect to a
caregiver. Some examples of items in the attachment q-set are: Item #44 – Child asks for and
enjoys having mom hold, hug, and cuddle him, and Item #60 – If mother reassures him by saying
“It’s ok” or “It won’t hurt you,” child will approach or play with things that initially made him
cautious or afraid. The validity and reliability of the Attachment Q-Set has been documented in
various reports (e.g., Park & Waters, 1989; Pederson & Moran, 1995, 1996; Posada et al., 1999;
Posada, Carbonell, Alzate, & Plata, 2004; van IJzendoorn, Vereijken, Bakermans-Kranenburg &
Riksen-Walraven, 2004; Vaughn & Waters, 1990; Waters & Deane, 1985). Following each home
and park visit, the AQS is completed by one or two independent observers. For 45% of mother-
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child home visits and 46% of park visits, two observers described children’s behavior, while all
other visits had only one child observer. Mean interobserver reliability was .78 for children’s
behavior with mothers in the home setting, and .77 in the park setting. Two observers described
children’s behavior for 40% of father-child home visits and 52% of father-child park visits, and
the rest of the visits had only one child behavior. Mean interobserver reliability for children’s
attachment behavior with father was .75 for home visits and .78 for park visits. When there were
multiple observers on a visit, the observers’ behavior reports were averaged, and the resulting
average was correlated with a criterion sort for an “ideally secure child,” which was developed by
a team of attachment research experts (Waters, 1995). Home security scores and park security
scores with mothers and fathers were then averaged to create composite global attachment security
scores with mother and father. These composite scores were used in the analyses to represent
attachment security with mother and with father.
Analytic Strategy
Research question 1
The first question asked whether the types of strategies parents used to resolve conflict
were associated with parental sensitivity. To address this question, partial correlation analyses
were conducted to explore the strength and direction of the associations between conflict strategies
with maternal sensitivity and paternal sensitivity. Partial correlations were used to control for
demographic covariates found with the variables of interest.
Research question 2
The second question asked whether the types of strategies parents use to resolve conflict
were associated with children’s attachment security. To address this question, partial correlation
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analyses were conducted to explore the strength and direction of the associations between conflict
strategies with child-mother attachment security and child-father attachment security. Partial
correlations were used to control for any sociodemographic covariates found with the variables of
interest.
Research question 3
Structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to analyze these relations in separate models
for mothers and fathers, using the SEM Builder in Stata 15.0 (StataCorp, 2017). Analyses were
run using maximum likelihood with missing values in order to use the maximum amount of data
for families that did not complete all five visits. It was originally proposed to use latent variables
to measure constructive and destructive conflict, with cooperation and resolution subscales used
as indicators of a latent construct of constructive interparental conflict, while a latent construct of
destructive interparental conflict would be measured with the subscales of avoidance,
stonewalling, verbal aggression, and physical aggression as indicators. However, models were not
adequate, and would not run, which indicated that they were not representing the data well. Thus,
parental home visit and park visit sensitivity scores were averaged to create two manifest variables
representing global maternal, and paternal sensitivity, while children’s attachment security scores
at home and at the park were averaged to create two observed variables representing global
attachment security with mothers, and with fathers. Similarly, manifest variables were created for
maternal and paternal constructive conflict strategies, by summing together the cooperation and
resolution subscales. Lastly, manifest variables representing maternal and paternal destructive
conflict strategies were created by summing the avoidance, stonewalling, verbal aggression, and
physical aggression subscales. Using these new manifest variables, I used path models to examine
whether global parental sensitivity mediated the relations between parental reports of interparental
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conflict strategies (i.e., constructive and destructive conflict) and children’s attachment security
with mothers and fathers.
Research question 4
To be consistent with the created manifest variables described above for maternal and
paternal conflict strategies and children’s attachment security with mother and father, the child
involvement in conflict latent variables were also made into manifest variables. Thus, these two
new observed variables represented a sum of maternal involvement of child in interparental
conflict, and paternal involvement of child in interparental conflict, which included the three
measures: childrearing disagreements, exposure of children to childrearing disagreements, and
child involvement in interparental disagreements. Two separate path models for mothers and
fathers were examined to determine if the relationship between interparental conflict strategies and
children’s attachment security with mothers and fathers was moderated by children’s involvement
in the conflict.
Power analysis
Power estimates were calculated using MPlus version 7.31 (Muthen & Muthen, 2015),
based on the different proposed analyses. First, power analyses based on the two-tailed partial
correlations demonstrated that with the proposed sample size of N = 66, the power to detect a large
effect size (.3) is .69. The power to detect a medium (.15) effect size is .22, and the power to detect
a small (.05) effect size is .07. Next, power analyses based on the model examining the direct and
indirect effects of constructive and destructive conflict on attachment security with mother/father
through maternal/paternal sensitivity (Figure 3), assuming no missing data were conducted.
Analyses indicated that with the proposed sample size of 66 families, the power to detect a large
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effect size (.3) ranges from .58 to .67 for the direct pathways, and from .23 to .24 for the indirect
pathways. The power to detect a medium (.15) effect size ranged from .24 to .28 for direct
pathways, while the power to detect medium indirect effects ranged from .01 to .02. The power to
detect a small (.05) effect size ranged from .06 to .11 for direct pathways and was .00 for indirect
effects. Based on findings in the previous literature, medium effect sizes were expected in the
relations predicted in the study. However, the power analyses revealed low power to detect effects
in the analyses. Thus, a significance level threshold of p < .10 was used to interpret this study’s
results.
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RESULTS

Preliminary Analyses
Attrition
Seven families dropped out of the study before completing the five visits. Of these, four
families dropped out after completing four visits (i.e., completed all but the lab visit), two families
dropped out after completing three visits, and one family dropped out after completing the
mother’s home and park visits. Upon examining if the families that did not complete the study
differed, the only significant demographic difference was children’s gender, in that the majority
of the families that dropped out had female children participating in the study, with Levene’s test
for equality indicating unequal variances (F = 14.96, p = .00). In terms of sensitivity and security
differences, an independent samples t-test demonstrated that children of families that dropped out
had significantly lower global security scores with fathers (M = .22, SD = .22) compared to children
of families who stayed in the study (M = .48, SD = .13), t(58) = 4.34, p < .001. Levene’s test for
equality indicated unequal variances (F = 5.12, p = .03).
Normality and outliers of key variables
The skewness of each key variable was examined to determine if any of the variables of
interest had non-normal distributions. Of the key variables (i.e., maternal sensitivity, security with
mother, maternal constructive conflict strategies, maternal destructive conflict strategies, maternal
involvement of child in conflict, paternal sensitivity, security with father, paternal constructive
conflict strategies, paternal destructive conflict strategies, paternal involvement of child in
conflict), only two variables were sufficiently skewed. The maternal sensitivity variable was
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negatively skewed (-2.02) and paternal involvement of children in conflict was positively skewed
(2.30). A series of transformations were performed in an attempt to correct the skewness of the
variables. A base-10 log transformation was performed on the composite maternal sensitivity
variable by first reflecting the sensitivity scores by subtracting each mother’s score from one plus
the highest score (.83), and then taking the base-10 log of this reflected value. The base-10 log
transformation slightly improved the skew, but it remained sufficiently skewed. A square root
transformation and an exponential transformation were also performed and neither alleviated the
skewness of the variable. Next, the same three transformations (i.e., base-10 log, square root, and
exponential) were performed on the paternal involvement of children in conflict variable in an
attempt to correct the skewness of the distribution. However, the distribution remained negatively
skewed after each transformation. Thus, for ease of interpretation, the raw data for the variables
were used in the analyses.
Next, univariate outliers were identified in the dataset. Outliers were identified as those
data points that were beyond three standard deviations from the mean of each variable. There was
one outlier for children’s global attachment security with mother (score of -.20); two outliers for
global maternal sensitivity (scores of .29 and .38); one outlier for children’s global attachment
security with father (score of -.13); one outlier for maternal involvement of children in conflict
(score of 157.00); one outlier for paternal constructive conflict (score of -19.00); and one outlier
for paternal involvement of child in conflict (score of 183.00). In order to identify multivariate
outliers, Mahalanobis distance (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001) was calculated and examined, and
results indicated that only one participant was a multivariate outlier on two variables: maternal
sensitivity (i.e., low score on sensitivity of .29) and on maternal reports of involvement of child in
interparental conflict (i.e., high score of 157.00). Due to the small sample size of this study, all
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outliers (i.e., univariate and multivariate) were handled by using the Winsorization technique
(Dixon, 1960), in order to minimize the outliers’ influence on the data without removing the cases
from the dataset altogether. To do this, the scores for each outlier were brought to a three standard
deviation cutoff for their pertaining variable(s). After Winsorizing the outliers, the skewness of the
maternal sensitivity variable was slightly reduced to -1.92 and the skewness of the paternal
involvement of children in interparental conflict variables was reduced to 1.44.
Descriptive statistics
Descriptive statistics for key variables can be found in Table 1, and correlations between
key variables (i.e., maternal constructive conflict strategies; maternal destructive conflict
strategies; maternal reports of child involvement in conflict; paternal constructive conflict
strategies; paternal destructive conflict strategies; paternal reports of child involvement in conflict;
global maternal sensitivity; global paternal sensitivity; global children’s attachment security with
mother; global children’s attachment security with father) are presented in Table 2. The mean for
children’s global attachment security with mothers was .43 (SD = .16, range: -.08– .71), which
indicated that children tended to use their mother as a secure base from which to explore during
home and park visits. This average is similar to that reported in other non-clinical samples in the
U.S. with slightly older children aged 36-43 months (M = .42, SD = .22, range: -.13 – .76, Posada
& Pratt, 2008) and 36-67 months (M = .49, SD = .18, range: -.14 - .73, Posada et al., 2016). Global
maternal sensitivity had a mean of .73 (SD = .08), which is comparable to other non-clinical U.S.
samples of mothers with slightly older children aged 3.5 years (M = .71, SD = .10, range: .31 - .85,
Anaya, 2015), and statistically (t (140) = -2.28, p < 0.05) higher than in a sample of mothers of
children aged 36-67 months (M = .67, SD = .20, Posada et al., 2016). These relatively high
sensitivity scores indicate that mothers tended to be consistently available to respond to their
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children’s cues and signals for attention at home and at the playground. Children’s global
attachment security with fathers (M = .44, SD = .17) also indicated that children used their fathers
as a secure base during home and park visit. This average is comparable to the average attachment
security score in a sample of similarly-aged (range: 29 – 38 months of age) Portuguese children
when observed with their fathers in the home setting, as reported by observers using the AQS (M
= .41, SD = .20, Verissimo et al., 2011). Global paternal sensitivity was similar to composite
maternal sensitivity, with a relatively high average (M = .74, SD = .11). These levels of paternal
sensitivity are significantly higher (t (82) = -11.23, p < .001) than those reported in a sample of
Peruvian fathers via observers’ reports of paternal behavior using the MBPQS (M = .50, SD = .23,
Marinelli, Ugarte, Noblega, & Barrig, 2015).
Mothers and fathers separately reported on their own use of constructive and destructive
conflict strategies during interparental conflict. Constructive conflict was an observed variable
composed of the sum of two subscales: cooperation and resolution. The average score of mothers’
constructive conflict was 23.98 (SD = 10.61) with the possible range score from -48.00 to 42.00
points. Destructive conflict was an observed variable representing the sum of four subscales:
avoidance, stonewalling, verbal aggression, and physical aggression. Mothers reported using
destructive conflict strategies at an average of 32.90 (SD = 10.55) out of 96 points possible. Fathers
reported using constructive conflict strategies during interparental conflict at an average of 23.61
(SD = 13.28) possible range score from -48.00 to 42.00 points, and the average paternal score on
use of destructive conflict strategies was 31.16 (SD = 10.46) out of 96 possible points.
Lastly, mothers and fathers also separately reported on their involvement of their child in
interparental conflict. This observed variable was comprised of the sum of the three subscales:
involvement of children in conflict, childrearing disagreements, and exposure of children to
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childrearing disagreements. Mothers reported an average sum of 42.66 (SD = 32.31) of child
involvement in interparental conflict out of a possible 318 points, while fathers reported an average
sum of 36.62 (SD = 28.84) of child involvement in conflict.
As can be seen in Table 2, maternal sensitivity and children’s attachment security were
significantly correlated (r = .30, p < .05), indicating that higher maternal sensitivity scores were
related to higher attachment security scores. Likewise, greater paternal sensitivity scores were
associated with children’s attachment security scores with fathers (r = .40, p < .01). The
associations between maternal sensitivity and maternal constructive conflict strategies, maternal
destructive strategies, and involvement of children in conflict did not reach significance. However,
paternal sensitivity was positively associated with paternal use of destructive conflict strategies (r
= .32, p < .05), and marginally associated with paternal involvement of children in conflict (r =
.24, p < .10). The direction of these associations were in the opposite direction than was expected,
and are further explored in the main analyses while controlling for covariates with the variables of
interest.

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics for Key Variables (N = 66)
Mean (SD)

Observed range

Possible range

Maternal constructive sum

23.98 (10.61)

-6.00 – 40.00

-48.00 – 42.00

Maternal destructive sum

32.90 (10.55)

16.00 – 54.00

0.00 – 96.00

Maternal Involvement of child sum

42.66 (33.31)

1.00 – 142.63

0.00 – 318.00

Composite maternal sensitivity

.73 (.08)

.44 – .83

-1.00 – 1.00

Composite child security with mother

.43 (.16)

-.08– .71

-1.00 – 1.00

Paternal constructive sum

23.61 (13.28) -16.00 – 41.00

Paternal destructive sum

31.16 (10.46)

11.00 – 62.00

Paternal involvement of child sum

36.62 (28.84)

0.00– 135.22

-48.00 – 42.00
0.00 – 96.00
0.00 – 318.00

Composite paternal sensitivity

.75 (.06)

.60 – .85

-1.00 – 1.00

Composite child security with father

.44 (.17)

-.08 – .67

-1.00 – 1.00
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Table 2.
Correlations matrix of parental sensitivity and children’s attachment security across contexts (N = 66)
1
2
3
4
5
1. Global maternal sensitivity

–

2. Global security with mother

.30*

–

3. Global paternal sensitivity

.20

.19

4. Global security with father

.12

.28*

6

7

8

9

–
.40**

–

5. Maternal constructive conflict

-.12

-.05

-.20

.02

–

6. Maternal destructive conflict

-.11

-.10

.03

.02

-.58***

–

7. Maternal involvement of child in conflict

-.17

-.22

.13

.09

-.48***

.61***

8. Paternal constructive conflict

-.17

-.19

-.17

.09

.66***

9. Paternal destructive conflict

.05

.09

.32*

.02

-.49***

.40**

.47***

-.69***

-.10

-.12

.24+

.03

-.33*

.30*

.47***

-.54*** .54***

10. Paternal involvement of child in conflict

-.34*

–
-.39**

–
–

Note. Two-tailed. +p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.
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Covariates
Two-tailed correlations were examined between the variables of interest and demographic
variables (i.e., children’s age in months; child gender; child ethnicity; whether the child was
currently enrolled in childcare/preschool; number of hours spent in childcare/preschool; annual
family income; number of years parents have been married/cohabiting; number of siblings child
has; birth order of child; maternal age; maternal education; maternal ethnicity; maternal
occupational status [i.e., working out of home full time, working out of home part time, stay-athome full time]; paternal occupational status; paternal age; paternal education; and paternal
ethnicity. First, covariates with mothers’ conflict variables were examined. Children’s age in
months was negatively correlated with mothers’ use of destructive conflict strategies. Also,
fathers’ ethnicity was correlated with mothers’ use of destructive conflict strategies, in that
mothers whose partners were non-Caucasian were more likely to use these strategies during
conflict. Next, covariates with maternal sensitivity variables and children’s attachment security
with mother were examined. Fathers’ years of education was positively associated with composite
maternal sensitivity. In addition, fathers’ occupational status was correlated with composite
maternal sensitivity, in that mothers whose partners were stay-at-home fathers displayed lower
sensitivity with their children. There were no covariates with children’s attachment security with
mother.
Covariates with fathers’ conflict strategies were examined next. Fathers’ education in years
was negatively correlated with fathers’ use of destructive conflict strategies, meaning that fathers
who had more years of education were less likely to use destructive strategies during interparental
conflict. Lastly, covariates with global paternal sensitivity and children’s global attachment
security with fathers was examined. There were no significant covariates with global paternal
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sensitivity. However, the number of weekly hours that children spent in preschool or childcare was
negatively correlated with children’s global attachment security with father, with children who
spent more hours in preschool or childcare scoring lower attachment security scores with father.
Mothers’ occupational status was correlated with children’s composite attachment security with
fathers, with children whose mothers worked less time outside of the home (i.e., mothers who
worked part-time or were stay-at-home mothers) scoring higher on attachment security with
fathers, compared to children whose mothers worked full-time outside of the home. Lastly,
families’ annual household income was negatively correlated with children’s global attachment
security with father, with children whose families had higher income scoring lower on attachment
security with father. These identified covariates were all controlled for in the analyses in which
the pertaining variables of interest were included.
Main Analyses
Research question 1. Are the types of interparental conflict strategies that mothers and
fathers use associated with their parental sensitivity towards their child?
Partial correlation analyses were conducted to explore the strength and direction of the
associations between maternal conflict strategies with global maternal sensitivity and paternal
sensitivity. Partial correlations were used to control for any demographic covariates found with
the variables of interest. First, the association between maternal constructive conflict, maternal
destructive conflict, and global maternal sensitivity was examined after controlling for the
covariates (i.e., children’s age, fathers’ education, fathers’ occupational status, and fathers’
ethnicity). Two-tailed partial correlations revealed that there was no significant association
between the maternal constructive conflict strategies and maternal sensitivity (r = -.14, p = .36,
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ns). Likewise, there was no significant association between maternal destructive strategies and
maternal sensitivity (r = 0.11, p = .46, ns).
Two-tailed partial correlations were run to examine the associations between global
paternal sensitivity, paternal constructive conflict, and paternal destructive conflict. After
controlling for covariates (i.e., paternal education, number of hours in preschool or childcare,
maternal occupational status, annual household income), results revealed that the correlation
between fathers’ use constructive conflict strategies and paternal sensitivity was not significant (r
= -.20, p = .17). However, the association between paternal destructive conflict strategies and
paternal sensitivity was statistically significant (r = .38, p < .01), after controlling for the covariate
of paternal years of education. However, the direction of the association was positive, which is the
opposite of what was hypothesized. In other words, fathers who reported using more destructive
interparental conflict strategies displayed significantly greater levels of sensitivity towards their
children during home and park visits.
Research question 2. Are the types of interparental conflict strategies that parents use
associated with children’s attachment security with mothers and fathers?
Partial correlation analyses were conducted to explore the strength and direction of the
associations between conflict strategies with child-mother attachment security and child-father
attachment security, while controlling for the sociodemographic covariates found with the
variables of interest. First, two-tailed partial correlations were run examining the associations
between maternal constructive conflict strategies, maternal destructive conflict strategies, and
children’s global attachment security with mother, while controlling for the covariates of
children’s age in months and fathers’ ethnicity. Results demonstrated that there was no significant
association between children’s attachment security with mother and maternal constructive conflict
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strategies (r = -.09, p = .56, ns), or between children’s attachment security with mother and
maternal destructive conflict strategies (r = .02, p = .90, ns).
Next, two-tailed partial correlations were run between paternal constructive conflict
strategies, destructive conflict strategies, and children’s attachment security with father,
controlling for the covariates of paternal education, number of weekly hours child was in preschool
or childcare, household annual income, and maternal occupational status. Results revealed that
there was no significant association between paternal constructive conflict strategies and children’s
attachment security with father (r = .02, p = .88, ns), or between paternal destructive conflict
strategies and children’s global attachment security with father (r = .10, p = .49, ns).
Research question 3. Is there an indirect effect from interparental conflict strategies to
children’s attachment security with their parents, through parental sensitivity?
First, a path model was tested, examining the direct and indirect paths between maternal
constructive and destructive conflict strategies, and children’s attachment security with mother,
through maternal sensitivity. Covariates with maternal sensitivity (i.e., paternal education and
paternal occupational status) were included in the model as predictors of maternal sensitivity in
order to control for them. Results are presented in Figure 5. Model fit (χ2[2] =.21, ns, RMSEA =
.00, TLI = 1.77, CFI = 1.00) was good. It is important to recognize that when assessing model fit
for models with low degrees of freedom and small sample size, there is low power to reject the
null hypothesis (Kenny, Kaniskan, & McCoach, 2015). For this reason, other fit indices were
considered and reported. Figure 7 shows the standardized path coefficients for this model.
Although the fit indices indicated good fit, the direct pathway from maternal constructive conflict
strategies and maternal sensitivity was not significant (ß = -.24, SE = .15, p = .11). Likewise, the
pathway from maternal destructive conflict strategies and maternal sensitivity was not significant

63
(ß = -.24, SE = .15, p = .11), and the direct pathway from maternal constructive strategies and
children’s attachment security with mother was not significant (ß = -.08, SE = .17, p = .61).
Further, the direct pathway from maternal destructive strategies and children’s attachment security
with mother was not significant (ß = -.13, SE = .16, p = .43). Lastly, the direct pathway from
maternal sensitivity and children’s attachment security with mother was significant (ß = .28, SE =
.12, p < .05). Contrary to what was hypothesized, the indirect effect of maternal constructive
conflict strategies on children’s attachment security with mother, through maternal sensitivity, was
not significant (ß = -.07, SE, = .00, p = .19). The indirect effect of maternal destructive conflict
strategies on children’s attachment security with mother, through maternal sensitivity, was not
significant either (ß = -.07, SE = .00, p = .19).

Maternal
Constructive
Conflict
Strategies

-.08

-.24

Maternal
Sensitivity

-.57***

.28*

Children’s
Attachment
Security
with Mother

e1

.90

-.13

-.24
Maternal
Destructive
Conflict
Strategies

e2 .78

.28*

Paternal
Education

-.24+

Paternal
Occupational
Status

Maternal constructive strategies on attachment security: b = -.00, SE = .00, β = -.07, ns
Maternal destructive strategies on attachment security: b = -.00, SE = .00, β = -.07, ns

χ2(2) =.21, ns, RMSEA = .00, TLI = 1.77, CFI = 1.00
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Figure 5. Standardized coefficients for model examining maternal sensitivity as a mediator in the relations between maternal
constructive and destructive conflict strategies and children’s attachment security with mother. χ2(2) = .21, ns; RMSEA = .00; TLI =
1.77; CFI = 1.00. +p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001
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Next, a path model was estimated examining the direct and indirect paths between paternal
constructive and destructive conflict strategies, and children’s attachment security with father,
through paternal sensitivity. Covariates with the outcome variable of children’s attachment
security with father (i.e., annual household income, number of weekly hours child is in childcare
or preschool, mothers’ occupational status) were controlled for in the model with direct pathways
to children’s attachment security with father. The proposed model was estimated, but the fit indices
indicated poor fit with the data (χ2[3] = 4.57, ns, RMSEA = .09, TLI = .75, CFI = .93). In addition,
the beta coefficients representing the direct effects of constructive conflict strategies and
destructive conflict strategies on children’s attachment security were not significant. In order to
improve the fit, these direct effect pathways were removed from the model. This new model (see
Figure 6) had better fit (χ2[5] = 5.19, ns, RMSEA = .02, TLI = .98, CFI = .99). The standardized
direct effect of paternal constructive conflict strategies on paternal sensitivity was not significant
(ß = .15, SE = .19, p = ns). The direct effect of paternal sensitivity on children’s attachment security
with father was significant (ß = .33, SE = .11, p < .01). However, the indirect effect of paternal
constructive strategies on children’s attachment security with father is not significant (ß = .05, SE
= .00, p = .44), indicating that paternal sensitivity does not mediate the relationship. Surprisingly,
the effects were positive, when it was expected that paternal destructive strategies would be
negatively related to paternal sensitivity. On the other hand, the standardized effects indicated that
paternal destructive conflict strategies had a significant direct effect on paternal sensitivity (ß =
.44, SE = .17, p < .05), and paternal sensitivity had a significant direct effect on children’s
attachment security (ß = .33, SE = .33, p < .01). In addition, the indirect effect of paternal
destructive conflict strategies on children’s attachment security with father was significant (ß =
.15, SE = .00, p = .06). This significant pathway suggests that paternal sensitivity may help explain
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the association between fathers’ use of destructive conflict strategies and children’s attachment
security. Also of note, this effect was in the opposite direction than was expected, as it was
hypothesized that destructive conflict strategies would be negatively associated with children’s
attachment security
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Paternal constructive strategies on attachment security : b = .00, SE = .00, β = .05, ns
Significant indirect pathway from paternal destructive strategies: b = .00, SE = .00, β = .15, p < .10

χ2(5) = 5.19, ns; RMSEA = .02; TLI = .98; CFI = .99
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Figure 6. Standardized coefficients for model examining paternal sensitivity as a mediator in the relations between paternal
constructive and destructive conflict strategies and children’s attachment security with father. χ2(5) = 5.19, ns; RMSEA = .02; TLI =
.98; CFI = .99. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.
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Research question 4. Does involvement of the child in conflict (i.e., interparental
childrearing disagreements, exposure to interparental childrearing disagreements, and
involvement in conflict) moderate the relations between interparental conflict strategies
and children’s attachment security?
The proposed moderation model did not converge, which indicated that it did not fit the
data well. There have been mixed findings in the literature regarding the role of involvement and
exposure to interparental conflict. For example, one study found that children’s exposure to (and
appraisal of) interparental conflict, mediated the relation between interparental conflict and
children’s adjustment (i.e., anxiety and depression; Kerig, 1998). However, this mediation effect
was found for boys only. In order to examine the possibility for mediation effects, the current
model was modified to examine whether parental involvement of children in conflict mediates the
relationship between interparental conflict strategies and children’s attachment security with
parents. Initially, a model was run estimating all the possible parameters. Although the model
converged, fit statistics could not be computed as there were no degrees of freedom in the model.
However, the BIC could be calculated and was 1246.26, while the AIC was 1215.61. Next,
parameters that were not significant in the model were identified, in order to remove them and reestimate the model. The pathways that were removed were the path for the direct effect of maternal
destructive conflict strategies on children’s attachment security with mother, and the path from
maternal constructive strategies to maternal involvement of children in interparental conflict (see
Figure 7). Model fit (χ2[2] = 2.11, ns, RMSEA = .01, TLI = 1.00, CFI = 1.00) was good. Further,
the BIC decreased to 1239.99 and the AIC decreased to 1213.72, indicating that this was a betterfitting model compared to the model in which all possible parameters were estimated. The
standardized beta coefficients demonstrated that the direct pathway from maternal constructive
conflict strategies to children’s attachment security was not significant (ß = -.20, SE = .15, p =
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.18). However, the pathway from maternal destructive conflict strategies to maternal involvement
of child in conflict was significant (ß = .61, SE= .09, p < .001), as was the direct pathway from
maternal involvement of child in interparental conflict to children’s attachment security with
mother (ß = -.32, SE = .14, p < .05). Although the direct pathway from maternal destructive conflict
strategies to children’s attachment security was not significant and was removed from the model,
results revealed that the indirect effect of maternal destructive conflict strategies to children’s
attachment security with mother was significant (ß = -.19, SE = .00, p < .05). This indicates that
mothers’ involvement of the children in their interparental conflict helps explain the relation
between mothers’ use of destructive conflict strategies and children’s attachment security with
mother.

Maternal
Con tructive
Conflict
Strategies

atemal
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Conflict

-.58***
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Significant indirect effect of maternal destructive strategies: b = -.00, SE = .00, β = -.19, p < .05

χ2(2) = 2.11, ns; RMSEA = .01; TLI = 1.00; CFI = 1.00
Figure 7. Standardized coefficients for model examining maternal involvement of child in interparental conflict as a mediator in the
relations between paternal constructive and destructive conflict strategies and children’s attachment security with mother. χ2(2) = 2.11,
ns; RMSEA = .01; TLI = 1.00; CFI = 1.00. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.
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Lastly, the proposed moderation model was run for fathers, but it also did not converge.
Therefore, it was changed to a mediation model as was done for mothers (see Figure 8). Significant
covariates with the outcome variable (i.e., children’s security with father) were controlled for in
the model by estimating pathways from the covariates to global security with father variable. The
adjusted model converged, and results indicated that model fit was good (χ2[3] = 2.91, ns, RMSEA
= .00, TLI = 1.01, CFI = 1.00). The direct pathways from constructive and destructive paternal
conflict strategies to child involvement in conflict were both significant in the expected direction:
the path from paternal constructive conflict to paternal involvement of children in conflict was
negative (ß = -.33, SE = .15, p < .05), while the pathway from paternal destructive conflict
strategies to paternal involvement of child in conflict was positive (ß = .32, SE = .15, p < .05).
However, none of the three direct effects to children’s attachment security were significant. The
direct path from paternal constructive conflict strategies to attachment security with father was not
significant (ß = .17, SE = .23, p = .48), and the pathway from paternal destructive conflict strategies
to attachment security was not significant either (ß = .24, SE = .22, p = .26). The direct pathway
from paternal involvement of children in conflict to children’s attachment security with father was
also not significant (ß = -.05, SE = .18, p = .79). Lastly, examination of the indirect effects revealed
the indirect pathways from paternal constructive conflict strategies to attachment security with
father, through paternal involvement of child in conflict was not significant (ß = .02, SE = .00, p
= .79). The indirect effect of paternal destructive conflict strategies on children’s attachment
security through paternal involvement of child in conflict was not significant either (ß = -.02, SE
= .00, p = .79). This model indicates that while there are significant differential relations between
fathers’ use of constructive and destructive conflict strategies and their likelihood to involve their
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children in their interparental conflict, there was no significant relation effect between involvement
of children in conflict and children’s attachment security with fathers.
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Figure 8. Standardized coefficients for model examining maternal involvement of child in interparental conflict as a mediator in the
relations between paternal constructive and destructive conflict strategies and children’s attachment security with mother. χ2(3) = 2.91,
ns; RMSEA = .00; TLI = 1.01; CFI = 1.00. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001
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DISCUSSION

There were two primary aims of this study. First, I investigated whether interparental
conflict strategies were associated with maternal and paternal sensitivity towards children, and
with children’s attachment security with mothers and fathers during the toddler years. Second, I
examined potential mechanisms by which interparental conflict strategies and children’s
attachment security were related, by considering parental sensitivity and parental involvement of
children in conflict as explanatory variables in these relations. In addition, this study addressed
developmental considerations. Previous research examining the relations between interparental
conflict and child-parent attachment relationships largely focused on school-age and adolescent
children, with very little work examining these relations during the toddler years. With the first
few years of childhood being a time of great transition in parents’ lives, this period has often been
characterized as being a time of intensified stress for parents, often including increased levels of
interparental conflict (Mitnick, Heyman, & Smith Slep, 2009). Thus, examining these relations in
early childhood was essential in order to better understand the family as a system, and to highlight
children’s attachment relationship formation with both parents while considering the processes in
the interparental relationship, such as the constructive and destructive strategies that parents use
during interparental conflict. An important novel aspect of this research is that this study included
mothers and fathers while the vast majority of past attachment relationship studies have focused
on child-mother attachment relationships. According to family systems theory, understanding the
family unit is only possible by viewing the whole, which includes examining the different
subsystems that exist within the family unit (White & Klein, 2008). Thus, a strength of this study
is that the separate subsystems (i.e., interparental relationship, mother-child relationship, and
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father-child relationship) were examined. Considering family systems theory’s perspective, past
studies have found that certain types of interparental conflict (i.e., interparental violence)
negatively predict maternal sensitivity, giving support to the spillover hypothesis (Davies &
Cummings, 1994, Gerard, Krishnakumar, & Buehler, 2006), yet other studies have found a
compensatory effect, in which child-mother relationships are positive despite high levels of
negativity in the interparental relationship (Mahony, Boggio, & Jouriles, 1996). The hypotheses
outlined in the current study, and the direction of effects that were expected were formed in line
with the spillover hypothesis. The study results’ implications for the literature, and future
directions, will be discussed below.
Interparental Conflict Strategies and Parental Sensitivity
The first research question examined whether constructive and destructive conflict
strategies that mothers and fathers used were associated with their parental sensitivity towards
their child. The partial correlations examining maternal constructive and destructive conflict
strategies and maternal sensitivity were not significant. This null finding may have been in part
due to the low power to detect small or medium effects in this study. In addition, maternal
sensitivity was not found to be correlated with conflict strategies in the preliminary analyses, thus
this finding after controlling for covariates was not surprising, as there did not seem to be very
much variability in maternal reports of constructive and destructive conflict strategies.
When examining fathers’ reports, the association between paternal constructive
interparental conflict strategies and paternal sensitivity was not significant, but the association
between paternal destructive conflict strategies and paternal sensitivity was statistically significant
in the positive direction. This means that fathers who reported using more destructive conflict
strategies with their partner (i.e., avoidance, stonewalling, verbal aggression, and physical
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aggression) also had higher levels of sensitivity towards their children. This finding may be due to
the fact that fathers reported more variability in their reports of destructive conflict strategies
compared to mothers, although on average, fathers reported similar levels as mothers. The greater
variability in fathers’ reports may have helped with the limited range of scores issue that was found
in mothers’ reports. Importantly, this finding was in the opposite direction of what was
hypothesized. While it had been hypothesized that paternal destructive strategies would be
negatively correlated to parental sensitivity, this finding for fathers was the opposite. The next set
of analyses further explored the direct and indirect pathways to delve deeper into potential
mechanisms in these relations.
Interparental Conflict Strategies and Children’s Attachment Security
The next question explored whether parental constructive and destructive strategies during
conflict were associated with children’s attachment security. It was hypothesized that parental use
of constructive strategies would be positively correlated with attachment security, and that
destructive strategies would be negatively correlated with attachment security. The results revealed
that there were no significant associations for either maternal or paternal conflict strategies with
children’s attachment security with mothers and fathers. This lack of association indicates that
interparental conflict strategies may not be directly related to children’s attachment security.
Similar to the previous finding, it is possible that the limited range of scores in parents’ reports of
conflict strategies may have limited the ability to detect a correlation, especially because only
small or medium effect sizes were expected given the small sample size. However, with the finding
of a significant association between conflict strategies and paternal sensitivity, and the significant
association between parental sensitivity and attachment security in this study, it was still worth
considering parental sensitivity as a mechanism that may help explain an indirect relation between
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interparental conflict strategies and children’s attachment security, as an aim of the study was to
identify potential mechanisms that may be directly or indirectly related to children’s attachment
security.
When maternal sensitivity was examined as a potential mediator in the relations between
maternal constructive and destructive conflict strategies and children’s attachment security, the
indirect paths were not statistically significant. The direct pathways from constructive conflict
strategies and destructive conflict strategies to maternal sensitivity were both in the negative
direction (i.e., ß = -.24 [z = -1.60, p = .11] and ß = -.24 [z = -1.59, p = .11], respectively). Although
these pathways did not quite reach statistical significance, these effects suggest that when mothers
experienced conflict with their partners they also had lower levels of maternal sensitivity,
regardless of the type of conflict strategies (i.e., constructive versus destructive) that mothers used.
The lack of significance of these direct pathways could be due to the model being statistically
underpowered. Another potential explanation may be that mothers’ behavior with their children is
not greatly influenced by the strategies they use while approaching conflict with their partners.
Further, due to the limited range of scores in the conflict reports, overall, mothers in this sample
were not experiencing enough variability in the way the conflict strategies they implemented to
detect significant effects. As expected, the direct pathway from maternal sensitivity to children’s
attachment security with mother was significant, in the positive direction, which is in line with
previous studies of child-mother attachment relations (e.g., Braungar-Reiker, Garwood, Powers,
& Wang, 2001; De Wolff & van IJzendoorn, 1997; Verhage et al., 2016), indicating that mothers
who had greater levels of sensitivity also had children who had greater levels of attachment
security. Lastly, the direct pathways from maternal constructive conflict strategies and destructive
conflict strategies to children’s attachment security were not statistically significant, indicating

78
that they were not directly related. Due to the lack of associations between the conflict strategies
variables to maternal sensitivity and children’s attachment security, there were also no significant
indirect pathways from conflict strategies to attachment security. Lastly, this model had good fit,
meaning that it is replicating the data well, but the results should be interpreted with caution due
to the model having just two degrees of freedom (Kenny et al., 2015). The good fit of the model,
however, suggests that with a bigger sample size, it may be possible to detect significant effects.
In the model examining paternal sensitivity as a mediator of the relationship between
interparental conflict strategies and children’s attachment security with father, findings indicated
that there were no significant direct pathways from paternal constructive and destructive conflict
strategies to children’s attachment security. Since there was no bivariate association between these
variables in the preliminary analyses, this null finding was not surprising. This could indicate that
children’s use of their fathers as a secure base was not related to the way their fathers approach
conflict with mothers. However, another likely explanation is the study’s limited power to detect
effects due to the small sample size. In addition, the pathway from constructive conflict strategies
to paternal sensitivity was not significant, while the pathway from destructive conflict strategies
to paternal sensitivity was statistically significant in the positive direction. This suggests that
fathers who used destructive conflict strategies also displayed higher sensitivity towards their
child. This finding was surprising, as it was expected that fathers’ use of destructive conflict would
be negatively associated with their sensitivity, in line with the spillover hypothesis. However, some
previous literature has also provided support for a compensatory effect in which fathers increase
their positive interactions with their children to compensate for other negative factors in the family
system (e.g., to compensate for lower quality parenting of the mother; Beestin, Hugh-Jones, &
Jones, 2014; Edhborg, Lundh, Seimyr, & Widstrom, 2003). Therefore, in the current study, fathers
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may have been compensating for the destructive conflict strategies that they used with their
partners by increasing the levels of sensitivity they displayed towards their children.
These findings differ from those of a previous meta-analysis that found that the spillover
hypothesis was more representative of the relations between the interparental relationship and
parent-child relationships (Erel & Burnam, 1995). The authors suggested that the research in this
area could move beyond the question of whether the direction of effects between interparental
relationships and parent-child relationships is positive or negative (e.g., whether quality of the
parental relationship was positively or negatively related to the quality of parent-child
relationships; Erel & Burnam, 1995), and instead focus on factors that act as mechanisms through
which these relations operate. However, the results of the present study indicate that there may
still be more to learn regarding the direction of these relations, as the compensatory effect was
supported in these models. Given the mixed previous evidence regarding spillover effects and
compensatory effects in family studies, this finding demonstrates that in this sample, fathers may
have used compensation in their relations with their children. However, it is important to keep in
mind that these findings are cross-sectional, and that conflict strategies were measured at the last
visit in the study, thus causal inferences cannot be drawn when interpreting this finding.
The path from paternal sensitivity to children’s attachment security was also significant,
which indicates that the sensitivity-security link exists in this model, as was found in the maternal
model. The sensitivity-security link in father-child relationships is also in line with the previous
literature that had found the presence of this association (Lucassen et al., 2011). Lastly, the indirect
effect from destructive conflict strategies to children’s attachment security was significant,
indicating that paternal use of destructive conflict strategies was related to children’s attachment
security through paternal sensitivity. Interestingly, there was no significant association between
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paternal conflict strategies and children’s attachment security with father when the associations
were examined in question two. Thus, the lack of a direct pathway from destructive conflict
strategies to children’s attachment security may suggest that paternal use of destructive conflict
strategies is only related to children’s attachment security when paternal sensitivity is considered,
but paternal destructive conflict strategies alone are not directly associated with children’s
attachment security
Involvement of Children in Interparental Conflict
The mixed support in the literature regarding the role of involvement of children in
interparental conflict (and children’s appraisal of the conflict) as a moderating or mediating
mechanism led to the current study’s examination of two different sets of analyses. First, children’s
involvement in interparental conflict (i.e., interparental childrearing disagreements, children’s
exposure to childrearing disagreements, and children’s involvement in interparental conflict) was
examined as a moderator of the relations between constructive and destructive interparental
conflict strategies and children’s attachment security. The moderating models did not converge,
leading to the examination of involvement of children in conflict as a mediating mechanism in the
relations. These models converged and demonstrated good fit. The maternal model revealed a
significant indirect effect from maternal use of destructive conflict strategies and children’s
attachment security with mother through maternal involvement of children in interparental
conflict. Interestingly, there was no significant direct path between maternal destructive conflict
strategies and children’s attachment security. This indicated that mothers’ use of destructive
strategies alone did not influence children’s attachment security with mother. These findings
differed from previous findings that maternal behavior is negatively influenced by maternal use of
avoidance and detachment in the marital relationship (Sturge-Apple et al., 2006). However, in the
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current study, when mothers exposed their children to and involved them in interparental conflict,
this involvement of children in the conflict acted as a mediating mechanism in the relation.
When examining these relations in fathers, results showed that when fathers used
constructive conflict strategies, they were significantly less likely to involve their children in
interparental conflict. On the other hand, there was a significant positive relation between fathers’
use of destructive conflict strategies and involvement of children in conflict. Thus, fathers’ use of
constructive versus destructive conflict strategies during interparental conflict had inverse
relations with fathers’ involvement of children. This was not surprising as paternal constructive
and destructive strategies were significantly negatively related (r = -.69, p < .001). Similar to the
maternal model’s results, the direct paths from paternal constructive and destructive conflict
strategies were not significant. However, unlike in the maternal model, the pathway from paternal
involvement of children in interparental conflict to children’s attachment security with father was
not significant. Thus, there was no indirect effect in the paternal model.
Overall, parents reported low levels of involvement of children in interparental conflict,
which could explain why there is a lack of significance in the relations. This could potentially be
due to the children’s age, as parents may potentially be less likely to directly involve their children
in interparental conflict, as the children’s vocabulary is limited, and they cannot verbally engage
in the interparental conflict. Despite the overall low mean levels of involvement of children in
conflict, the differential effects that were detected among the maternal and paternal models are of
interest as they began to demonstrate evidence for the role that involvement of children in conflict
plays in child-parent relations during the toddler years. For example, the finding that the pathway
from maternal constructive strategies to maternal involvement of children to conflict was not
significant, while the pathway from maternal destructive conflict strategies was significant is
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surprising, as maternal constructive and destructive conflict strategies were significantly
negatively correlated to each other and were both significantly associated with maternal
involvement of child in conflict. Thus, this model implies that while types of conflict strategies
are related to each other, mothers’ involvement of children in conflict was only related to frequency
of mothers’ use destructive conflict strategies, and not related to how often they use constructive
conflict strategies. On the other hand, paternal use of constructive and destructive conflict
strategies were both significantly directly related to paternal involvement of children in conflict,
in the directions expected. Yet, paternal involvement of children in conflict was not related to
children’s attachment security with father. These findings suggest that although fathers’
involvement of children in interparental conflict was related to their use of constructive and
destructive conflict strategies with their partners, children’s attachment security with their fathers
was not related to the conflict strategies or involvement in the conflict neither directly or indirectly.
Taken together, these results demonstrate that parents’ use of conflict strategies are
differentially related to whether or not they expose their children to or involve them in their
interparental conflict. Although the current study did not measure why mothers and fathers may
have differed in the frequency that they exposed their children to interparental conflict, some
speculations can be made. For example, the compensation effect that was found for fathers’
destructive conflict and paternal sensitivity may help explain the relations found regarding
involvement of children in conflict. When fathers used more constructive conflict strategies, they
were also significantly less likely to involve and expose their children to their interparental
conflict. On the other hand, when fathers used more destructive conflict strategies, they were
significantly more likely to involve/expose their children to interparental conflict. The findings in
the two paternal mediation models are in alignment with each other, as fathers were more likely to
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compensate (i.e., buffer) their interparental relationships’ destructive conflict from spilling over
into their relationship with their children, and their likelihood of involving/exposing their children
in the conflict was related to the types of strategies they used. The compensation effect came into
play in the relations with fathers displaying greater sensitivity levels towards their children when
they reported greater levels of destructive conflict strategies. Thus, it appears that fathers may be
more willing to expose their children to interparental conflict, while at the same time remaining
consistently available to respond to the children’s needs during interactions.
For mothers, only the relation between maternal use of destructive conflict strategies and
children’s attachment security was explained by mothers’ involvement of children in conflict. This
finding demonstrated that when mothers were more likely to use destructive conflict strategies,
they were also more likely to involve their children in conflict, as was found with fathers. In turn,
mothers who more likely to involve their children in conflict had children that displayed lower
levels of attachment security with them. This indirect effect was not found for fathers, indicating
that children’s attachment security was influenced by mothers’ involvement of them in conflict,
but not with fathers’ involvement of them in conflict. Further research is needed to be done to help
determine why mothers’ involvement of children in conflict, and not fathers’ involvement of
children in conflict, is related to children’s attachment security during the toddler years. One
speculation that can be made is that children’s ability to use their mothers as a secure base may
have been more related to mothers’ involving them in conflict due to the fact that mothers spent
more time with the children overall, compared to fathers, as many of the mothers were stay-athome mothers. Thus, since the mothers in the sample typically performed more basic caregiving
tasks for the children and spent more time with the children, the children’s ability to use them as a
secure base may be more impacted by their mothers’ involvement as they depend on their mothers
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more to meet their needs. In other words, since the children more often rely on their mothers for
attention and caregiving, the children’s attachment security could be more influenced by their
mothers’ undesirable actions, like exposing the child in interparental conflict. However, since
direction of effects cannot be determined in the study, it is impossible to know whether this causal
relation exists for these families. Overall, both the maternal and paternal models provided
important information for beginning to understand the nature of these relations.
Implications
Several inferences can be made from this study. The first is that it is important to examine
how relations begin to emerge between interparental conflict and children from a young age,
through parental behavior towards children and through involvement or exposure to destructive
types of conflict. Although the strength of effects in the results were limited, some important
conclusions can be made. Another inference made by the data is that interparental conflict may
influence maternal and paternal sensitivity differently. For example, when examining maternal
sensitivity as a mediating variable in the relations between maternal conflict strategies and
children’s attachment security, the pathways from maternal constructive strategies and destructive
strategies to maternal sensitivity were negative, suggesting that regardless of the type of conflict
strategies (i.e., constructive versus destructive) that mothers used with their partners, increasing
levels of conflict strategies were negatively associated with maternal sensitivity. However, the
paths between maternal constructive and destructive strategies and maternal sensitivity did not
quite reach significance (ß = -.24, SE = .15, p = .11; and ß = -.24, SE = .15, p = .11, respectively),
and thus must be interpreted with caution. In the paternal model on the other hand, the direction
of effects of the pathway from paternal constructive conflict strategies was positive and the
pathway from destructive conflict strategies to paternal sensitivity was negative. While only the
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latter pathway was significant, these different directions of effects suggest that constructive and
destructive conflict strategies may be related to maternal and paternal sensitivity differently.
Specifically, paternal reports of destructive conflict strategies were significantly and positively
related to paternal sensitivity, while the pathways from mothers’ constructive and destructive
strategies to maternal sensitivity were negative. The positive pathway from paternal destructive
strategies to paternal sensitivity was unexpected, as it was hypothesized that fathers who reported
greater levels of destructive conflict would have lower sensitivity levels towards their children.
This study also supported the inclusion of both mothers and fathers in research that
examines children’s development. As demonstrated through the results, the sensitivity-security
link is significant in child-father relationships when observed in naturalistic settings. While
previous attachment literature had largely focused on child-mother relationships, it is clear that
fathers play a key role in children’s lives and should be considered in research studying children’s
developmental outcomes, such as their socioemotional development. In addition, the inclusion of
fathers’ reports when examining conflict strategies and types of conflict (i.e., childrearing
disagreements) used during interparental conflict provided a potentially less biased account than
if only mothers were reporting on the interparental relationship. Notably, the current study’s
inclusion of fathers validated the use of the MBPQS (Posada et al., 2007) as a measure of observed
paternal behavior. The measure was originally created for observing maternal behavior, and the
items were adjusted for the current study to reflect an observation of a paternal behavior by
changing the items to say “father” instead of “mother” when observing paternal behavior; the items
were identical other than which parent was observed. In addition to including maternal and paternal
reports of the nature of the family system (e.g., conflict strategies in the interparental relationship,
exposure of children to interparental conflict), observational methodology was used to gather
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information on naturalistic interactions in child-parent relationships. Altogether, the inclusion of
fathers in the study allowed a more inclusive representation of the family as a system.
Limitations
It is necessary to note that this study had some limitations. First, the small sample size
potentially limited the strength of the effects that were found in the present study. The power
analyses that were run on the models indicated that the study would be underpowered. However,
despite the small sample size, the direction of associations in the results gave indications of what
the patterns might look like with a larger sample. Thus, increasing the sample size in the future
would increase the power needed in order to potentially estimate stronger effects. In addition, the
cross-sectional nature of this study limited the ability to establish direction of effects in the results
found, as causal relationships could not be determined. A potentially significant limitation in this
study is that the overall levels of interparental conflict reported were low. The sample examined
appeared to be relatively well-functioning families with low levels of conflict, which may not be
representative of the larger population.
In addition, it is essential to note that parents in this sample had high levels of sensitivity
overall, with both mothers and fathers demonstrating supportive and warm interactions with their
children. This means that even when parents’ sensitivity scores were “less sensitive” compared to
the scores of other parents in the sample, none of the parents in this study would be classified as
“insensitive,” as all of the parents had sensitivity scores in the positive range. In addition, the
sample of parents was overall highly educated, with parents’ average education being a college
degree level. Thus, this lack of variability in sensitivity and education levels in parents limits the
generalizability of the study’s findings. Recruitment of a more diverse sample may have yielded
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different results in reports of interparental conflict strategies and involvement of children in
conflict.
There are also a few limitations regarding the way interparental conflict was measured. For
example, the surveys assessing maternal and paternal interparental conflict strategies and
involvement of children in interparental conflict were all measured using solely parental self-report
measures, which could result in reporter bias. Next, when measuring involvement of children in
conflict, a measure of positive types of child involvement in conflict was not included. For
example, it is possible that parents may involve children in conflict in a way that serves as an
educational opportunity for children to learn interpersonal problem-resolution. This type of
involvement might include discussing with children how adults work together in a healthy way to
find a resolution to a problem. However, in the current study I did not measure parents’
involvement of children in interparental conflict in this way. Lastly, there was a temporal limitation
regarding the order of visits in the study. The interparental conflict measures were measured during
the fifth visit, after all home and park visits had been conducted. Thus, the measures of parental
sensitivity and children’s attachment security were assessed before the conflict measures.
Although the cross-sectional nature of the study does not allow direction of effects to be
established, this temporal issue further constrains the ability to make causal inferences. As
mentioned earlier, some families took much longer to complete the study, thus those families’
conflict happened much later compared to families that completed the study in a few months. To
examine potential differences, post-hoc analyses were conducted excluding families that took
longer than six months to complete the study, to assess whether there were differences in the
associations between sensitivity, security, and conflict strategies. The partial correlation analyses
that were examined in questions one and two were re-examined with this subset of families, and
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findings revealed that there were no differences in the associations compared to when the entire
sample was included.
Future directions
In order to make sound conclusions regarding the relations of interparental conflict
strategies on children’s attachment security, the first next step is to increase the size of this sample
in order to increase the power to detect effects in the relations that were studied. Although not all
of the effects examined were statistically significant, some of the pathways in the models reached
or approached significance, thus it would be beneficial to re-run the models with a larger sample
to get a clearer picture of the relations examined. In addition, conducting a longitudinal study
would allow inferences of causal effects in these relations examined as I was not able to establish
direction of effects in the current study due to its cross-sectional nature.
A future direction regarding measures used to examine these relations should include an
assessment of child-rearing related activities that mothers and fathers typically engage in with their
children. For example, it is possible that within the family, parents may be responsible for different
tasks they engage in with their children (e.g., feeding and dressing the child, versus playing with
the child). Being able to examine differences among parental roles regarding the activities they
engage in with their children could allow a more representative understanding of the relations
examined in this study, as the division of childrearing tasks among parents can shape the types of
caregiving behavior parents exhibit towards their children. Since this type of assessment was not
included in the current study, it is not possible to determine whether these division of childrearing
tasks was associated with the differential findings for mothers and fathers.
It would also be ideal to include a measure of positive ways that parents include their
children in conflict, as previous literature has found that demonstrating how to resolve conflict in
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a peaceful manner can teach children learn how to handle conflict in positive ways (Davies &
Cummings, 1994). Adding this to a future study would allow the consideration of positive versus
negative involvement of children, while providing more information to help understand how
interparental conflict is related to child-parent relationships. In addition, adding an observational
component for measuring interparental conflict strategies would provide more information
regarding the ways parents resolve conflict. The current study minimized the potential for reporter
biases by having parents separately self-report on their conflict strategies in the lab setting,
eliminating the risk of their partner seeing their responses. However, adding an observational
component of joint conflict resolution in the lab setting might further minimize potential reporter
bias. One way this has been previously done in the literature has been to present each partner with
a list of potential topics of conflict and ask both partners to rate which of the topics are currently
recurring issues in their relationship. Then, the experimenter proceeds to choose a conflict topic
that both participants rated highly as a frequent topic of disagreement and ask them to discuss it
together. The resulting discussion is videotaped and later coded for the behaviors used by each
partner as they discuss the topic together. Having this multi-method (i.e., survey and observational)
approach to measuring interparental conflict would strengthen the methodology of the study by
minimizing bias associated with self-report survey measures alone.
Conclusion
The present study provided evidence for the need to include both mothers and fathers when
examining child-parent attachment relationships in the context of interparental conflict during the
early childhood years. Results supported the sensitivity-security link for both mother-child and
father-child dyads and demonstrated the importance of considering different family subsystems
(e.g., the interparental relationship and child-parent relationships) to obtain a clearer picture of the
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family dynamics and how processes in the subsystems (e.g., interparental conflict strategies) may
influence child-parent relationships. Although the small sample size limited the power to detect
effects in the analyses, there was some support for the relations examined, such as significant direct
and indirect effects in the mediation models. Future research should include a longitudinal design
in order to provide the ability to establish the direction of effects and should include a larger sample
of families in order to increase the power to detect effects. Attention to the mechanisms that help
explain how interparental conflict influences children’s development beginning in the early years
is essential, as this information can help inform interventions that seek to enhance and support the
relations within the family system early on in children’s lives.
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